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Introduction 

 



This project presents the input and creation of a handbook to assist 

catechists in Parish Schools of Religion (PSR) develop more effective 

working relationships with their students and families through the 

recognition and accommodations of children in need. 

 



Chapter One 

 



When I first became a catechist in our Parish School of Religion (PSR) in 1989, 

the most difficult situations I faced in my classroom were children who talked too 

much. Some fourteen years later, today’s catechist has a much bigger classroom 

management challenge. For one, he/she deals with issues like Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), meaning students who have abnormally short 

attention spans, are easily distracted, and have difficulty sitting still and concentrating 

on the task at hand. They frequently are out of their desks without permission or will 

talk out without having been called on. Catechists also deal with a myriad of other 

difficulties. Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD), defined as children who resist 

authority of any kind, while still enjoying the comfort of their peer group, is a problem 

more frequently diagnosed in adolescents. This disorder is the result of new analysis 

of pre-adolescent and adolescent behaviors studied over the past few years. In 

addition to classroom behavior, today’s catechist may read a student journal that 

makes reference to physical or sexual abuse, substance abuse, depression, or suicidal 

thoughts and/or tendencies. Today's catechist may find himself/herself having to 

deal with a student's at-risk behavior at one time or another. 

Full time schools have learning consultants, who help teachers accommodate 

students so that they can function more effectively in the classroom. Schools can set 

up their own Care Teams, committees of teachers and administration who meet to 

discuss specific students who are displaying at-risk behaviors in the classroom. They 

have manuals that give effective methods and resources as to behavioral warning 

signs, how to speak to parents, and when to involve the principal and/or pastor in a 
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process of intervention. Parish Schools of Religion have fewer resources. Discussing 

this with Directors and Coordinators of Religious Education (DRE/CRE) and 

catechists in PSR settings, I find that far fewer resources are available. Two of the 

DRE’s I spoke with bring in guest speakers, which is helpful for them. However, 

sometimes these sessions are not always well attended and have to be repeated 

whenever new catechists are brought on board. 

Most PSR catechists are not teachers by profession. The majority of them are 

parents who want to have a direct impact on their child’s faith formation. Others 

teach PSR because they feel called by God to do so and have a great love for children. 

Because of their calling, catechists tend to see their ministry as pastoral as well as 

educational. Perhaps this is because they are not as wrapped up in the details of 

methods and administration that a teacher in a full time school is. To fully utilize that 

pastoral capability, they need the right tools to work effectively with their students. 

Probably the biggest cultural factor impacting this situation is the rise in the 

diagnoses of disorders like ADHD and ODD. Parents look at their child's work that is 

below average or failing, which is reflected in the report card. Looking for answers, 

many parents seek the advice of their child's pediatrician. What usually results is a 

prescription for medications designed to help the child function more effectively - and 

help the parents cope with the disorder. Unfortunately, these prescription drugs will 

only get a child through his/her normal school day. Most Parish Schools of Religion 

meet in the evening. Because of the stimulant aspect of many of the drugs, ADHD  



students can’t take their medication in the evening. That leaves it to the catechist to 

solve the problem. 

Family life has been endangered, as well. Parents come home from work 

exhausted and certainly far less energized to deal with whether or not the child has 

cleaned his/her room today, if the homework has been done, or has discipline issues 

at school and at home. They also may find themselves a part of the “Sandwich 

Generation,” taking care of their children and their elderly parents as well. With this 

time taken away from children, personal problems that a child writes about in a 

journal at PSR might go unnoticed at home until the situation becomes a full-blown 

Crisis. 

Also paramount in our culture today is the poor economy. And the Catholic 

Church is suffering tremendously - as much as any business. A DRE or CRE can 

expect to have more than the typical administration of a PSR program in his/her 

workload. Since most parishes cannot hire additional help, other crucial parish work 

is automatically assigned to them. This puts a tremendous burden on these 

professionals who want to help the catechists in their faith formation and in their 

classroom management. 

I remember the last CRE that I worked for saying that since we only had an 

hour or so each week to teach, we had to identify problem behaviors immediately. If 

calling the parents didn’t help then we referred the child to her for further 

intervention. Sometimes that further intervention meant taking a child out of the 

program. Her viewpoint was that it was best for the rest of the children in the class if 
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they were able to accomplish their work in a positive learning environment, even if 

that meant the removal of the problem child. This sounds good on the surface, but 

pastorally, is this really what's best for the child? And did we share any classroom 

information that might have assisted the parents in seeking the appropriate help? 

The inherent danger in that approach is that the alternatives offered to the 

parents were home schooling or to place him in a special education PSR class in the 

region. Home schooling, as some PSR directors report, has a spotty success rate. No 

matter how good the parents’ intentions are, they seldom follow through. This is no 

surprise given our cultural problems. What is bad about both situations, as the 

mother of a special needs student who is also a catechist stated, is that the child is also 

removed from parish life. And while many of us define Church as people of God and 

think of it in the larger context, the majority of practicing Catholics defines Church as 

parish. They have a community identity with the parish in which they worship and 

they want their children’s faith formation to come from the parish. 

I am therefore proposing the development of a document to assist catechists to 

first identify the behaviors of special needs students. Once they have identified the 

behaviors, they will have access to menus of accommodations that can help assist the 

child in his/her learning and help the catechist manage the classroom. This document 

will also contain methods for spotting at risk, as well as crisis behaviors, so that a 

catechist can make the appropriate intervention with the CRE/DRE. This document 

will assist catechists in taking a pastoral approach in their classroom and with parents.  



Using the tripolar method of theological reflection, I have developed the 

following questions for the planning stage: 

What cultural factors are evident in your ministry that can result in special 

needs/ at risk behavior in students? 

What cultural factors are the most crucial? 

What are the biggest concerns regarding special needs/ at-risk students that 

you face? 

Define the consequences of these issues, i.e., loss of learning time, negative 
impact on fellow students, separation from parish life, etc. 

What stories in Scripture remind you of or are like these situations? 

What does Scripture and Church practice teach us about children in need or 
at risk? 

What are the moral and ethical implications and issues involved in these 
issues? 

What are your own personal experiences when dealing with these types of 
classroom behaviors? 

What in your personal background shapes your feelings about these 
challenges? 

What specific problems and challenges have you had the most difficulties 

with? 

When you encounter a learning problem or at-risk situation, what should 
the intervention steps be? 

The goal of this project is to provide catechists with an effective tool that will 

enable them to manage their PSR classroom and teach effective lessons through the 

identification of special needs and at-risk behaviors. Through the use of appropriate 

behavior-specific terminology they will effectively communicate with parents, and if  



necessary, their DRE/CRE or pastor. This will result in appropriate classroom 

accommodations and/or necessary and timely crisis intervention. 

In terms of objectives, the catechists will: 

e identify symptoms of ADHD, ODD and developmental delays. 

develop behavior-specific documentation. 

communicate behavior-specific actions of child to DRE/CRE/ pastor. 

with consultation with DRE/CRE implement appropriate accommodations. 

identify clusters of behavior that may indicate an at-risk or crisis situation 

develop behavior-specific documentation. 

communicate behavior-specific clusters of behavior to DRE /CRE/ pastor. 

determine when to seek DRE /CRE/ pastor for emergency intervention. 

This document will be designed in two parts. The first part will contain the 

symptoms and explanations of special needs behaviors. This will include, but not 

be limited to, ADHD, autism, developmental delays, delayed speech, and ODD. A 

section will be devoted to how to speak in appropriate behavior-specific 

terminology, including typical examples of non-behavior-specific language that 

could result in a lawsuit. Examples will be given as to how to use this terminology 

in speaking to a parent and how to document behaviors to determine patterns or 

record on permanent student records. 

The second part will provide a similar format with symptoms and explanations 

of behaviors that could possibly indicate at-risk behavior or a crisis situation. This 

will include, but not be limited to, family issues, anger, grief, substance abuse, 

6  



depression, and suicidal thoughts. It will also identify the critical situations that 

require the immediate intervention of parish leadership. Once again, a section will 

be devoted to speaking in behavior-specific terminology and documentation as 

described in the first part. 

I will begin the reflection process with PSR Coordinators and catechists 

between February 19-28. Results of the reflection for Chapters One and Two of the 

project will be drafted by March 21. Iwill also attend the National Catholic 

Education Association Convention in late April to seek additional resources and 

ideas. Development of the first draft of the document will be completed by May 1 

in time for evaluation before the end of the school year. The second reflection 

process should take place on or around June 1. The final copy of the document will 

be completed by August 1. The final draft of the project will be completed by 

January 10, 2004. 

I will provide the group who will evaluate the first draft of the document with a 

questionnaire. Questions will address the following: 

e Does it give clear explanations of problems? 

How effectively can you communicate and document behaviors? 

What accommodations have you made that have improved the management 

of your classroom? 

What have you learned from this document that you will find helpful in the 

future? 

What issues or behaviors would you like to see addressed?  



I am looking forward to the opportunity to work in this area with the directors 

of religious education programs and their catechists. I see this as a challenging and 

meaningful project. 

 



Chapter Two 

 



I used the Tripolar Method of theological reflection, which was taught to us in 

our Society and Ethics and Arts and Skills courses. My reflection group included a 

Director of Religious Education (DRE) and two catechists. The DRE has held her 

current job for six years and was a DRE in the Kansas City area prior to coming to St. 

Louis. Like many directors, she came up from the ranks as a catechist. Both of the 

catechists have taught and assisted teaching eighth grade. One catechist is the parent 

of a child who is developmentally delayed. Her involvement in the program is an 

effort to work with her son and help other catechists to do the same. The other 

catechist has taught PSR for several years and is also a substitute teacher in a full-time 

Catholic school. 

Today’s PSR program encounters a number of single mothers and fathers, 

mostly the result of divorce. As one catechist put it, there are fewer and fewer married 

couples taking their vows seriously. In any given classroom, there may be a child who 

has an older sibling with a drug problem, which also means the family has to deal 

with helping the child overcome the addiction as well as issues with the law, arrests - 

even time in jail. 

Upon deeper reflection, it became evident that other parenting issues were also 

impacting the culture. All three felt that many parents lack the necessary parenting 

skills. This seems to be particularly true of families who weren't prepared, then found 

the task of parenting daunting. They also noted that there were families whose 

children are status symbols, either living vicariously through their children or having 

had children as the final link in the chain of “having it all.” (Garanzini, 1995). In the  



latter parents seem be to be more committed to their careers than they are to raising 

their children. 

The children who are victims of today’s culture are most likely to come to PSR 

with feelings of sadness, loneliness, isolation, and anger because they feel in their 

hearts that something is just not right about their home lives. 

Inside the classroom this manifests itself in disruptive and disrespectful 

behaviors. If a catechist has exhausted all of the rules he/she has set up for their 

classroom, chances are the child will be sent home that evening with a letter to his/her 

parents. Or the child may wind up in the director's office for a chat. In either case, 

both the catechist and the student are now in a frustrated state. And while the 

catechist may feel relief having sent the student out of the room, he/she still has to 

deal with feeling frustrated, maybe even upset before going on with the rest of class. 

It's also difficult on the rest of the students who not only have had their learning 

interrupted, they've also been eyewitnesses to an unpleasant exchange. As one 

catechist stated, “once you turn to disciplinary action, it doesn’t feel like religion class 

anymore.” Should the behavior become a long-term issue, the possibility exists that 

the child will be removed from the program, leaving the family alienated. 

In most PSR communities, the children don’t feel that they are part of parish 

life. Here in St. Louis, fifth and eighth grade students take the Assessment of 

Catechesis for Religious Education (ACRE) tests each year, This is a standardized test 

that provides information on where the students are in terms of content. Attitude is 

also assessed. In one parish ACRE results revealed that thirty-three percent of their  



families attend Sunday Mass on a regular basis. The good new is that this is up from 

twenty-six percent the previous year. While many of their parents are not active in the 

life of the parish, quite a few take part in activities with the PSR program. Perhaps 

this may be one of the positive outcomes of an evening program. Parents have greater 

opportunities to participate with their children and become more involved in the their 

religious upbringing. Within a difficult culture comes signs of hope. 

When I asked them what stories in Scripture reminded them of what we were 

discussing, they responded with two excellent examples. We concluded that the 

manner in which Jesus dealt with other sinners helped us to understand how we can 

deal with transgressions in the classroom. 

The Pharisees and the teachers of the Law brought in a woman who had been 
caught in bed with a man who wasn’t her husband. They made her stand in the 
middle of the crowd. Then they said, “Teacher, this woman was caught 
sleeping with a man who was not her husband. The Law teaches that a woman 

like this should be stoned. What do you say?” But Jesus simply bent over and 
started writing on the ground with his finger. They kept on asking Jesus about 

the woman. Finally he stood up and said, “If any of you who have never 
sinned, then go ahead and throw the first stone at her.” The people left one by 
one. Finally Jesus and the woman were there alone. Jesus stood up and asked 
her, “Where is everyone? Isn’t there anyone left to accuse you?” “No sir,” she 
said. Then Jesus told her, “I am not going to accuse you either. You may go 

now, but don’t sin anymore.” John 8:3-5, 6b-7, 9-11 (CEV) 

The DRE said, “what we really need to do is have our children and families run 

into Jesus more often than run into the people with the rocks.” When Jesus 

encountered sinners, regardless of how they had sinned, he always treated them with 

kindness and gentleness. When Jesus encountered children, it was evident they were 

his top priority.  



Some people brought their children to Jesus, so that he could place his hands on 
them and pray for them. His disciples told him the people to stop bothering 
him. But Jesus said, “Let the children come to me, and don’t try to stop them. 
People who are like these children belong to God's kingdom.” Matthew 19:13- 

14 (CEV) 

This passage reminds all of us in the religious education profession that all of 

the children in our classrooms belong to the Kingdom. The DRE appropriately noted, 

“Jesus taught the parents and played with the kids.” In this story of Scripture, Jesus is 

creating an environment where the children feel welcome. A parish connection can be 

fostered through the catechist connecting to the families he/she teaches. 

The policies of the Archdiocese of St. Louis are very clear on the subject of 

serving the children and their families. Every child has the right to religious education 

and to be prepared for the sacraments. All efforts should be made to accommodate 

the child within the parish program first. If that is not possible, as is in the case of 

more severe disabilities, then special education programs are available regionally to 

meet that need. If a parent chooses to home school their children, then the parish must 

support the family by giving them access to the appropriate textbooks, recommend 

helpful resources, following up regularly to ensure that the child is learning properly, 

and inviting them to parish sacrament meetings, retreats and practices. No children 

are to be left out. 

The General Directory for Catechesis states that all of the baptized have a right 

to sufficient catechesis and that this catechesis must occur in the concrete situations of 

their lives. Through this, the children become conscious and active participants, not 

just spectators. Catechists must make the Gospel genuine to their children’s lives no  



matter how diverse the classroom is. The catechesis must take into account the 

culture, age, spiritual maturity, social, as well as the local Church conditions. At the 

local PSR level, this means getting to know the parents and gaining as good an 

understanding of the home situation as is feasible (Huebsch, 2001). 

When we speak of special needs and at-risk students, the Directory clearly 

states that growth in our understanding of disabilities, along with the progress in 

teaching technology makes catechesis both possible and desirable (Huebsch, 2001). 

The DRE helps out by inviting a guest speaker each year to come to an in-service to 

discuss special needs students. However, they are not well attended. In these 

workshops, how to recognize and make the appropriate interventions in certain at-risk 

situations is rarely addressed. 

Having discussed all of the policies and Church teachings, it was evident to us 

that Church practice hasn't always keep up with special needs and at-risk 

students / families. The Spanish-speaking population in St. Louis has grown 

considerably, yet few parishes offer Masses in Spanish. The same can be said of 

Masses with sign-interpreters for the deaf. And when parishes do offer such services, 

there is little communication from parish to parish or collaboration to provide services 

that could be available regionally. The parish of the catechist with the 

developmentally delayed child has a liturgy on St. Joseph day that is celebrated in a 

way that makes children whose fathers have died or have abandoned them feel 

excluded. Single parents and blended families sometimes feel they are on the outside 

looking in.  



In discussing personal experiences, the DRE began by emphatically stating that 

she wished the catechists would stop placing so much emphasis on finishing the 

lesson plan each week. The others also felt there was a definite need to devote more 

classroom time to the care and concern for the children and de-emphasizing the need 

to adhere to the lesson plan or follow all classroom rules to the letter. I felt that the 

experiences they shared with me indicated that content was important, but was not 

always the overriding concern in their approach in the classroom. The dedication of 

these three women truly shined through, recognizing that each student is a child of 

God. 

The most compelling story was about an eighth grader who, in a fit of anger 

that evening, walked out of the classroom and school, and into the night. The 

catechist notified the DRE, who made a call home and determined that the child had 

made it home safely. When she asked the catechist what she was going to do, she 

responded, “nothing right now. Let's see what happens if he comes back to class next 

week.” The following week the boy walked quietly into class, albeit late, and sat 

down in his seat. Despite having doubts about the student, the catechist treated him 

as if nothing had happened. His behavior for the rest of the school year was less 

disruptive than before, and his work in the classroom improved. Several years later 

he ran into the catechist while both were shopping. He put his arms around her and 

thanked her saying, “you never gave up on me.” Catechists and directors see 

themselves as role models for the faith. And in the case of this student, the modeling 

was profound.  



One brought up the difficulty of dealing with developmental delays in her own 

child and the struggle to help catechists understand that they didn’t have to make sure 

her child had every single fact straight, especially in sacrament preparation. Another 

brought up childhood memories of dysfunction in her family, having dealt with 

alcoholism and mental illness. Their family situations have been instructive in helping 

to work more effectively with special children. 

The veteran catechist spoke also of how she was formed in the faith in the 

1960's prior to Vatican II, which basically was, do not question the teachings of the 

Church and please keep your opinions to yourself. She said that she often felt stifled. 

She felt strongly that this is why so many of her parents and students seem to want 

more information than she did when she was that age. They also wanted to question 

and challenge Church teachings. This may explain why parents with sporadic Mass 

attendance still felt it was important to send their child to their religious education 

program each week. 

When intervention is needed, the DRE indicated that catechists should try to 

handle things like minor behavior problems on their own first and ask for her help 

when it became necessary. However, most of the time a student is sent to her, things 

have escalated to the point where both the catechist and student are dealing with 

strong emotions. One of the catechists felt strongly that there are some situations, 

crisis situations especially, that a catechist is just not trained to handle and should be 

given to the director to discuss immediately with the parent. Yet all agreed that at- 

risk situations needed attention.  



When I spoke to other CRE’s and DRE’s here in the St. Louis area, almost all of 

them expected their catechists to make the first contact when a student's behavior 

became a problem or there was a special needs issue. Most encourage their catechists 

to call parents in the early stages of the problem so that it does not become a serious 

issue. If the problem continued, then the director would intervene. 

We finished the session with my thanking the DRE and the catechists for the 

generous gift of their time to respond to my questions and reflect with me. They in 

turn expressed their appreciation for giving them the opportunity to share their 

feelings and give their input regarding the care for these special students. They 

looked forward to receiving the document. 

 



Chapter Three 

 



Armed with lots of really good information, I began to figure out exactly how 

this document should be structured. The next step was to determine the amount of 

detail needed. One thing was clear to me. This document would have to be more than 

a checklist of classroom behaviors accompanied by a menu of accommodations or 

intervention points for at-risk behaviors. There had to be a foundation on which the 

accommodations and interventions would build. A catechist must take some 

important steps in order to establish a relationship with the students and their parents. 

Once that happened, then they could more easily step into the world of student 

behaviors and appropriate accommodations or interventions. 

My experience with catechists is that most of them are willing to go the extra 

mile to do what is necessary to relationship build with parents and guardians, be 

professional in the execution of their duties, and give help to the student in need. I 

chose to take a holistic approach and address several key aspects of the catechist’s 

ministry. I didn’t emphasize the lesson plan at all, given the comments from the 

reflection group that it should not be the be-all-end-all. 

All of us realized how much the culture was the driving force for what was 

going on with the children and in what I wanted to do with this document. Michael 

Carrotta’s book, Sometimes We Dance, Sometimes We Wrestle and Michael 
  

Garanzini’s book, Child-Centered Family-Sensitive Schools were excellent sources for 
  

discussing the culture as it related to students in all age groups. I elected to start out 

this document and set the tone by helping catechists see that cultural factors directly 

drive a lot of the behavior they see in the classroom. I wanted any catechists who  



might be tempted to tie student problems solely to poor parenting to have another 

perspective. I wanted them to believe their ministry was more about identifying 

solutions that were best for the child rather than about finding fault with the parent 

and hope for the situation to change. 

It's easy for a catechist to get frustrated when he/she looks at a student who is 

truly a victim of the culture and figure what's the use. It’s also easy for some to say 

that it's the parents’ job and believe that they are the only ones who are responsible for 

helping the child grow in faith. Catechists are correct when they say the parent is 

responsible. Yet all of us who are in the ministry of religious education also share in 

the responsibility for the faith formation of the children with whom we come into 

contact. Sometimes we are the only true role model for the faith and contact with the 

faith that the children have. We must all recognize that we are, in some cases, the last 

line of defense in the faith formation of the child. 

I have always believed that a parish connection could be fostered through the 

catechist making efforts to connect to the families he/she teaches. Sometimes this is 

the only parish contact a family has. This inspired me to include a section in this 

document about getting to know the students and their families. Itis the best possible 

start for the catechist to make in order to build a strong foundation for the catechist 

and the family to problem-solve when that becomes necessary. 

The first part of the document had taken shape. Writing about the culture was 

something I had done in so many of my papers and something I was passionate about 

as a teacher. The reflection group had both affirmed some of my beliefs about the  



culture and offered good ideas of their own. Sharing my ideas about getting to know 

students and families was something I had done for many years. So this was one of 

the easier things I had to do. 

I had one last issue to address in the opening of the document, which was to 

explain to them how to observe, discuss and document behavior. From my own 

experience as a PSR Coordinator, most of the observations made of students were 

would be fine for a private venting session among peers. Words like rude and 

obnoxious were frequent descriptors. Any director, however, would cringe at the 

thought of a catechist using one of those terms in a conversation with a parent. From 

my years of training new managers on how to help their employees improve their 

performance, I learned quickly that there are some descriptions of employee behavior 

will get you into plenty of hot water both professionally and legally. These 

descriptors will also do little or nothing to improve the employee's quality of work or 

productivity. As a result, I elected to include in this document a section on how to 

observe, describe, discuss, and write documentation on student behavior. 

I wanted catechists to learn how to write and talk in behavior-specific language. 

Speaking in this manner keeps emotions on an even level with the parent. No one can 

problem solve effectively when the emotional atmosphere becomes highly charged. 

Behavior-specific language changes the focus to the problem behavior itself rather 

than focus on the person. This allows the catechist and the family to work together in 

the best interests of the child. This part of the document had been in my heart and 

mind for so long that I could write them without consulting a book.  



The majority of catechists in PSR programs are parents who have a direct 

interest in their child’s religious education and want to serve the Church by sharing 

their faith. Others simply love and care about children. There are also a few 

professionally trained teachers who volunteer their time and energy. Given the 

differences in length of service, teaching abilities, experience in dealing with parents, 

etc., I concluded that some catechists would be able to make appropriate interventions 

and apply accommodations in special needs situations. They could take the document 

and run with it. Catechists new to the ministry would definitely need help and 

support from their director. But asking any catechist to contact a parent in situations 

where a student was exhibiting possible at-risk behavior - like symptoms of 

depression and/or suicide could be both overwhelming and frightening. As one 

catechist said, “I'm just not trained to recognize these things and talk to a parent.” 

In St. Louis, most of the PSR directors encourage their catechists to contact 

parents in the event of behavior issues or to inquire about simple classroom 

accommodations. Others directors wanted to take the responsibility for parent contact 

themselves. I felt the best approach in preparing this document was to encourage 

catechists to follow their directors policies and intervention steps that are already in 

existence. If a situation arose where special needs accommodations may seem 

necessary, a director might want a new or less experienced catechist to share his/her 

observations first, then they could jointly decide what steps should be taken. The 

more experienced catechists could be given the director's blessing to use the book as a 

jumping off point for a parent contact. I wanted the document to serve both director  



and catechist as an idea book for strategies and be a helpful resource. It would a help 

the catechist and director to work as a team to find the most effective solutions to 

student problems. 

The majority of special needs students in religious education have Attention 

Deficit Disorder or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity disorder (ADD/ADHD). Almost 

every religious education program in the St. Louis area meets in the evening. This 

means that students who take prescription drugs like Ritalin to improve their attention 

spans cannot take it. Ritalin is a stimulant that, when taken at night, would interfere 

with a child’s sleep. This made accommodations in this area so critically important. I 

spent most of my time in that area. Since Oppositional Defiance Disorder (ODD) was 

a behavioral issue being discussed more frequently in education circles, I included a 

section on it. I also spent time working on behaviors and accommodations for Autism, 

since programs here are seeing an increase in autistic students wanting to be 

mainstreamed into parish programs rather than placed in the special religious 

education programs offered regionally. 

I then began to address the second part of the document. Writing about the 

many different learning issues for special needs students and the appropriate 

accommodations proved to be the greatest challenge, one that took so much more time 

than I had outlined in the project proposal. Some sources of information I used 

originally proved not to be very reliable. With the helpful feedback of experts in the 

fields of Attention Deficit Disorder and Autism I was able to locate the best resources. 

Once armed with the right information, I was able to pull together the appropriate  



definitions of the disorders using the Diagnostic & Statistical Manual of Mental 
  

Disorders (Text Revision), also called the DSM-IV-TR. For each learning problem I 
  

provided a list of behaviors a catechist might see in the classroom, then listed the 

accommodations immediately below. I also consistently reminded them to speak to 

the parents who often know helpful ideas and accommodations that work. 

Having listened to the reflection group talk about the cultural factors and 

problems children face today, I knew that I should also address at-risk behaviors. The 

DRE in the reflection group felt that it was much needed. Talking about these 

behaviors in the handbook proved not to be as daunting a task. My experience on care 

teams as a teacher in a full time school came in handy. Unfortunately, I had learned 

quite a bit about how to deal with suicidal student two years ago. On this topic I was 

able to explain classroom behaviors as well as give the segment on how to monitor 

such a student's behaviors a more personal touch. 

While identifying the symptoms of at-risk behaviors, I realized that the most 

likely place a catechist would find a student in a potential crisis situation was the 

student's own journal. Since Columbine and other school shootings, allowing 

students to keep private journals is something we can no longer do. Most state laws 

say that when a student says or writes that he/she is a threat to self or others, it must 

be reported. A parish now is liable if its school or religious education program if it 

does not read and respond appropriately to a student's journal. There may be 

personal liability in some states as well. Catechists and directors have both a moral 

and legal obligation to take all journal entries seriously. They must inform the  



parents, and other appropriate organizations if necessary, of what was written 

immediately. Thanks to the book, Religious Education and the Law, A Handbook for 

Catechetical Leaders, by Sr. Mary Angela Schaughnessy, I was able to include these 
  

important requirements for student journals. I felt it critically important to stress that 

we must inform students of how journals are to be used and what catechists and 

directors are required to report. 

St. Louis had also been rocked by the priest sexual abuse scandal, something I 

dealt with in this same school when our pastor was caught downloading child 

pornography by the FBI. This was a shocking development that no one in this parish 

could have anticipated. To our relief, there was no evidence whatsoever of sexual 

abuse of the children. But several of us wondered what signs we should be looking 

for. All teachers, catechists, and anyone else who is a volunteer ministering to 

children in a Catholic parish is required by the St. Louis Archdiocese to attend training 

on how to detect and report sexual abuse. I elected to incorporate some of the 

information and behaviors typical of possible sexual abuse into this document to serve 

as a memory refresher for the catechists. 

Since the St. Louis Archdiocese has had a handbook with a specific program for 

threats of violence in schools or religious education programs for many years, I elected 

not to include a section on students who engage in threats or in violent behavior. 

After much writing and rewriting, I gave my final draft to the learning 

consultant at my school and asked her to go over symptoms and accommodations 

with a fine-toothed comb. Only two minor revisions were necessary. The document  



had passed the acid test on accommodations. She did caution, however, that the 

length of the document might make it overwhelming for some catechists, especially 

the new ones. 

Since the DRE and catechist team at St. Robert Bellarmine parish had been 

instrumental in the development of this document, I chose them to be the ones to 

evaluate it. This was an experienced group of catechists that I knew would give me 

effective and meaningful feedback. Ialso felt that it was an important resource for the 

DRE since she not only has responsibility for PSR, but also for RCIA, Youth Ministry, 

and Sunday School. Her plate we definitely full! 

I delivered the twenty-seven page handbook now titled, Special Needs and At- 

Risk Interventions — A Handbook for Catechists, to them in September. IfeltIhad scaled a 

high mountain, and I did feel confident that it was resource that they could all put to 

good use. That, however, did not stop the butterflies and the feelings of, “what if this 

isn’t what they want?” 
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Shortly after delivering the booklet to St. Robert Bellarmine’s DRE, she called 

me back to say that she had finally taken the time to read it. Her response, “Mary, this 

is wonderful. You say everything here that I say to my own catechists as to what I 

want them to do. It will be great for them to hear my words in another voice. Can 1 

copy this for all of my catechists?” Of course, I was happy to give her my blessing to 

do just that. She was especially pleased to see the section on Autism, since two of their 

newly enrolled students were Autistic. She thanked me for all the hard work and 

effort that I had put into the handbook. The acknowledgement of all of the hours of 

preparation was very good to hear. 

Two members of the catechist team and their DRE helped me in the evaluation 

and reflection on the handbook. Both catechists had taught in the program for many 

years and had considerable experience. One of them had two children with Attention 

Deficit Disorder and was a firm believer in accommodations. A few years back she 

made the decision to take her son out of his full time Catholic school and enroll him in 

the local public school so that he could be better accommodated. In general, they 

found the book to be well organized and easy to follow. To my surprise no one found 

the handbook to be overly lengthy, since our learning consultant had called that to my 

attention. I had to admit I was a bit concerned as well. 

Using the questions outlined in Chapter One, I asked experienced members of 

them o evaluate the handbook. This would be an interesting acid test, because 

feedback of “I didn’t really learn anything new here,” or “I've heard this all before” 

was possible.  



I found a pleasant surprise in one response regarding the use of the words 

“obnoxious” or “arrogant.” The handbook cautioned against words not behavior- 

specific that could create problems when speaking to parents. Apparently the word, 

“obnoxious” is an all too frequent descriptor by some catechists and is used very 

loosely. Here the catechist realized that behavior-specifics can, indeed, have a much 

more positive impact and give a clearer picture of the child's behavior when talking to 

the parent or guardian. Iwas happy that this experienced catechist found this to be an 

important “aha!” for her and could be that for others. Instruction in this area will not 

only help make a difference in how a family views a catechist while discussing a 

problem behavior. I hoped that it would make parent contact much less stressful for 

than it may have been in the past. 

The other catechist found that it helped her to find problems through observing 

the student and then taking the time to do the documentation. She felt that the list of 

specific behaviors with short phrases like “talks out without raising his/her hand” or 

“gets out of desk without permission” was helpful in pinpointing problems. She felt 

that once the behavior was identified, then dealing with the child's problem would be 

easier. The other catechist commented that too often she was so wrapped up in her 

lesson plan that she overlooked the need to document. She felt the examples in the 

handbook made documenting student behavior a much simpler task, something else I 

wanted to help them with. She also felt the recommendation that a catechist speak to 

a parent about a concern without making a clinical diagnosis was critical to the parent 

and to the student. She felt that behavior-specific documentation would be helpful in  



that end. Her DRE was pleased to hear that since one of her goals was to have the 

catechists not place all of their focus on finishing the lesson plan. I was glad to see 

another “aha!” 

Both of them felt that the clinical explanation of the special need and the 

classroom behaviors were broken down in a manner that any catechist would be able 

to understand and apply. I had been concerned that some might find the explanations 

too clinical to grasp. One added, having taken a couple of seminars on special needs 

students, and that the behaviors and classroom accommodations were “on target.” 

They spent most of their time addressing the behaviors and accommodations 

for Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD), which was no surprise because that is the problem they see more than any in 

their classrooms. They have tried different types of seating to help the child maintain 

his/her attention. They also liked that positive reinforcement was stressed for the 

times a student had achieved a desired behavior or showed some improvement, which 

goes a long way in maintaining a welcoming atmosphere in the classroom. This also 

helps a catechist to better manage his/her class. They all felt that they had lots of 

good menus of ideas they could consult, then try. 

I had also given much of my time and energy to that particular need because it 

seemed to be the common ground for many of the learning issues I presented. I felt 

that many of the ADD/ADHD accommodations would work well with students who 

had Autism, Tourette's Syndrome, or were developmentally delayed. What I found 

impressive was that one catechist has had a change in attitude toward ADD/ADHD  



students. She said that she has learned to be less judgmental - instead of believing 

that these were kids were just bored or too tired to be in class. As the mother of the 

two children with ADD said, it's so important to remember that these are very bright 

children who need lots of patience and understanding. As she said, “When the 

catechist knows how to deal with these children, things can and will turn out great. If 

he/she doesn’t, the child will lose and so will the catechist.” 

The most popular accommodation among the catechists came from the section 

on Tourette's Syndrome called the POSE technique, something they wanted to with all 

of their students. POSE is a problem-solving acronym. The “P” stands for having the 

student identify the PROBLEM. If he/she is unable to do that, the catechist tells them 

the problem in behavior-specific language. The “O” stands for having the student 

identify several OPTIONS that will help to solve the problem. The “S” stands for 

having the student try to anticipate how each of the possible STRATEGIES may either 

work or backfire. Then the student picks the one to try in class the next time. The “E” 

takes place after the student has implemented the strategy. The catechist talks with 

the student at an appropriate time to EVALUTE whether or not the strategy is 

working. Everyone found this to be a very helpful technique that could help the 

student and catechist problem solve in a way that took the emotion out of the 

situation. They felt it would also be useful in the correction of any student's behavior 

that took away from the learning environment. Iwas pleased that I helped offer a new 

tool for them to use.  



I did not receive any feedback for students who may display at-risk behavior, 

but knowing how situational that behavior is, it could be some time before the DRE or 

the catechist team has to deal with that. Still the DRE and I both believe it is good to 

have on hand as a resource. 

I only received one comment to the question, what other issues would you like 

to see addressed, and that had to do with adding a workshop to go along with the 

handbook. Nobody felt that a particular learning issue they had encountered had 

been left out, which was good. 

The most experienced catechist expressed her opinion felt that the book gave 

her good scenarios on the various obstacles that a catechist might encounter in a 

classroom situation. She thought that giving the handbook to catechists as part of a 

workshop would be even more beneficial. She felt that covering the different topics 

would give catechists the opportunity to share their experiences and incorporate them 

together and that could be very enlightening and would allow each catechist to add a 

personal touch in terms of what works and doesn’t work. To that response, I am 

happy to say, please call me. I'll come to your next in-service and discuss this 

handbook with all of you! 

The most important thing I learned from this process was how important it was 

to reflect with a group of people in the design and development of the document. 

There were so many rewards in this process. What I found most rewarding was that 

this handbook fit what the groups had discussed with me back in March. A solution 

that is generated with input from others will be welcomed much more than any  



solution one can impose. Iwas pleased that they found the first part of the document 

enlightening and will use the ideas of behavior-specific language to diffuse difficult 

situations. This will help make their classroom a more pleasant place and one where 

the students and their families feel welcome. It was also most rewarding to hear these 

catechists are beginning to see their students and their learning problems in a different 

light - and that is exactly what I wanted the catechists to do. 

 



Chapter Five 

 



I began this project as a result of one of the assignments in the Arts and Skills 

course over a year ago. When given the task to reflect on pastoral situations in my 

ministry, I had recalled two specific situations that included both special needs and at- 

risk behaviors that needed to be addressed. These had occurred during my time as a 

middle school religion teacher. 

We had an active Care Team in the school where I taught. Our Care Team, 

which consisted of all of the middle school and specialty teachers (music, art, 

computer and physical education teachers), the principal and learning consultant, met 

monthly to discuss students we felt needed help. We submitted the student's names 

ahead of time and the reason why we felt some form of intervention was needed. 

Then we worked together to brainstorm possible solutions that could help the student. 

We also kept in close touch with the student's parents or guardians. If all of our 

attempts to help the student had failed, we either sought outside help, or in rare cases, 

asked the student to leave the school. If leaving the school was the only option, it was 

after prayerful consideration and after knowing that we had done everything we 

could to help the student and his/her family. 

As of now one of the situations appears to be moving towards a positive 

outcome. The parents worked directly with the teachers and our principal as we 

closely monitored the child. The other situation, however, did not have a happy 

ending as the parents stopped cooperating with us, which left us with no other 

solution but asking the child to leave the school.  



This particular assignment had a profound effect on me, so much so that I 

began to consider abandoning my original project choice, which was the resourcing of 

elementary school religion teachers, and go in a completely different direction. 

Having taught in both a PSR and full time school and having been a coordinator in a 

PSR and school, I felt I had much to give. I wanted a project that would be a true 

challenge, one that I could really sink my teeth into! 

I contacted the Catholic Education Office in the St. Louis Archdiocese to see 

where help might be needed and found that PSR programs were always wanting and 

hoping for some sort of Care Team philosophy as well as help with special needs 

students. Then I consulted Sr. Ruth Eileen Dwyer to see if she felt the project was 

feasible. She responded that the development of a document for catechists plus the 

requirements of the project itself was a huge challenge, but said, “If anyone can pull 

this off, you can!” Ihad found my project - or maybe, my project had found me! 

While I was very pleased with Ruth Eileen’s vote of confidence, there were days when 

I felt I had bitten off far more than I could chew. Yet Ifelt called to make this project 

happen. The troubles that so many of our students have in today’s world gave me all 

the motivation I needed! 

Pope John XXIII urged us to read the signs of the times. Everyone was in 

agreement from the beginning that today’s culture is problematic. The factors that I 

discussed throughout the project through my own or through others’ reflection 

present us with some ominous signs that could be discouraging many of us in the 

religious education ministry. In the reflections I did have some concern that the  



catechists might feel that the burden of fixing some of these problems rested mostly 

with the parents. 

Today's culture is calling us to respond with effective pastoral solutions. When 

we respond with appropriate accommodations for special needs students, we offer 

help and relief to the parents and guardians who struggle with their child's learning 

problems, often at the expense of the rest of their children. That is giving them some 

relief from the culture. We can alert parents to a disturbing entry in their child’s 

journal and help them get the appropriate help. When we take these important steps, 

we show families that we walk the talk in terms of the child’s faith formation by 

demonstrating pastoral care. If we believe that children registering for PSR year after 

year, in light of poor Sunday Mass attendance, is a sign of hope, then we must offer 

the families solutions and, most importantly, hope. In Matthew's Gospel, Jesus says 

that all of us who labor and are burdened should come to him, for he would give us 

rest. We are called to help families deal with their burdens and to give them rest so to 

speak (Matthew, 11:28, CEV). 

Religious education programs that demonstrate support for children who are in 

need, increase the opportunity for higher enrollment when the word spreads that the 

program offers such important assistance. It can also serve to foster a stronger parish 

connection that families want and need. That is another important discovery in this 

project. In an earlier chapter I referred to catechists and their directors as the last line 

of defense in a child’s faith formation. We no longer can refer to ourselves as  



educators without being pastoral ministers as well. There is no line of demarcation 

between the two. Cultural factors have blown that line away. 

It is true that parents and guardians are the first and primary educators of the 

children, especially in matters of faith. It must also be true that catechists are the 

primary partners of the families in faith formation. Hoping for parenting to change 

and for the culture to get better must be accompanied by specific actions. The years 

ahead will be even more challenging to all of us in the education ministry. Catechists 

must have resources and ideas above and beyond their textbook and catechist’s 

manual to assist them in meeting that challenge. Parents and catechists need to be on 

the same side of the problem working together toward solutions. 

When we first reflected on scripture passages that reminded us of some of the 

issues we were dealing with, all of us could identify with Matthew's passage in 

Chapter Two where Jesus says, “Let the children come to me.” In another passage of 

Matthew’s Gospel, the disciples approach Jesus. They are arguing with one another 

about which one of them is the greatest. Jesus calls a child to come forward and 

reminds them that anyone who welcomes a child because of him, will also welcome 

him as well as the one who sent him (Matthew 18:1-5, CEV). 

The DRE reminded us that as educators we must avoid the tendency to look 

down on our families. In John’s Gospel we reflected on the sinner about to be stoned 

for being found in the bed of another man. She felt that our families needed find a 

welcome environment rather than the people with the rocks. (John 8:3-5, 6b-7, 9-11, 

CEV).  



The story of the Woman at the Well from John’s Gospel is still another powerful 

example of Jesus’ treatment of others through beckoning and inviting them. The 

woman who encounters Jesus had been married several times. None of her marriages 

had been fruitful. All of her husbands had used her. She goes to the well in the 

afternoon, a less than ideal time of the day, so that no one will see her and gossip 

about her. She felt hated by others and even hated herself. She encounters Jesus, at 

the well. 

Jesus treats her with dignity and respect, perhaps for the first time in her life. 

He tells her if she accepts the water that he offers - living water that symbolizes the 

life and love of God - it would become a font within her. She accepts Jesus’ offer and 

the font within her causes her to do something she’s never done before. She opens up 

to others so that she can share her discovery of God's love for her with everyone (John 

4:3-29, CEV). 

In my years as a catechist and CRE, I have met several women - and men - at 

the well. Some of them sign up their children for PSR, tell me they have not been to 

Mass in a long time, and are wondering if we are armed with rocks to throw. Others 

parents have shared their deep frustration that their children’s needs are not 

accommodated at their full time school. Still others have a child with Autism, 

Tourette's Syndrome, or developmental delays and are hoping that we will say, “Yes, 

we will take your child.” Ihave always held the belief that they must be welcomed 

into the program with open arms.  



Several weeks ago, I was reading in a parish bulletin where the pastor stated 

that “St. Joseph's is a welcoming parish.” He spoke of the good job his receptionist 

was doing in greeting people who came into the rectory. But there is so much more to 

it than that. Having thought about all of these different Scripture passages has made 

me realize that what I was doing with this project was helping PSR programs to create 

and maintain an environment of welcome and connection for the children and their 

families. I did this through teaching them different steps of pastoral action that goes 

far beyond the greeting at the classroom door. If Jesus were here today he would say 

“Let the children come to our program, for we will both educate them as well as care 

for them.” 

I was also influenced years ago by the way my nephew was treated when he 

was diagnosed with ADD several years ago. Teachers in his Catholic full time school 

refused even simple accommodations like priority seating. A second grade catechist at 

the time, I was determined to accommodate my own students when they needed it. 

At the beginning of each year, I sent home a letter asking parents to identify if their 

child had any learning problems. At the time, I had a small printed resource on 

ADD/ADHD that I used for a number of years. Having something in writing that I 

could use regularly was very helpful. I could always refer back to it if Plan A had not 

worked. I know that this influenced my desire to prepare a written document. 

During my nine years as a catechist, I worked for a large telecommunications 

company full time. For a large part of my career there, I had the responsibility to teach 

new managers to do their jobs more effectively. I had received quite a bit of  



background in business law as well as effective means of supervision. I was 

frequently called upon to write methods - documents that served as job aids - for 

specific work situations. These were things that came naturally to mind as I began to 

structure the handbook. I had always dreamed of using my corporate education skills 

to help Catholic parishes and religious education programs with their specific 

situations. Through this project, I was able to accomplish that. 

This project afforded me the opportunity to achieve a tremendous level of 

growth. It is satisfying for me to meet a challenge of this magnitude and have it be so 

well received. Itis even more satisfying that what I have done will be of service to the 

children and catechists in St. Robert Bellarmine’s parish program. Their director will 

also resource that can help her with her work load. 

Looking back on the proposal I prepared a year ago, I look back with great 

satisfaction that I was able to achieve the goals I established for myself in this project. 

I'm especially pleased that the many hours of work that I put into this project has paid 

off. 

This handbook has taught me so many things about special needs students that 

I felt comfortable when called on to be an emergency substitute for a second grade 

teacher in our school last month. When a couple of students needed help I was able to 

accommodate them. When I spoke to the teacher the next day about the learning 

issues I observed with two of her students, she was amazed at how quickly I had 

picked up on their problems. If I ever do go back into teaching full time, I know I will 

be better equipped to accommodate my students.  



St. Louis has been hit hard by the poor economy. Two major companies have 

relocated their headquarters to other cities. American Airlines acquired TWA two 

years ago and has eliminated thousands of jobs here. This has also created a financial 

crisis for our archdiocese. School closings and parish consolidations have been going 

on for some time. The appointment of a new archbishop here also means that there 

are more of these to come. Iam finding that PSR directors now have a lot more to do 

now than simply supervise a religious education program. They will be taking on 

more and more duties as staffs are consolidated. Resource help for these jobs will 

become a necessity. Many of them will find themselves working fifty to sixty hour 

weeks so that they are able to do the basic administrative work. Helping their 

catechists be ministers as well as teachers will be a greater challenge as we look into 

the future. 

While this project and my graduate studies at St Mary-of-the-Woods may be 

finished, I know that my work with students in grades one to eight, whether in school 

or religious education programs, is only beginning. Prior to the Christmas holidays I 

sent a copy of this handbook to fellow MAPT student Teri Burns to trial with her 

catechist team. Iam anxious for her feedback and for any other ideas that would be 

helpful to catechists who are on the front lines each week helping to move children 

closer to God. 

I feel that I have come much closer to finding what it is I want to do in the 

religious education ministry. I certainly will spend additional time enhancing this 

handbook and offering my services to programs wanting help in this important area. I  



also look forward to taking on additional programs that will help teachers and 

catechists form children in the faith. 
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The Catechist’s Challenge 

Today you are faced with far more than developing and delivering the 

weekly lesson plan. The job for which you have generously volunteered 

your time has grown to something far beyond teaching the facts and 

teaching the faith. 

Many years ago, certain behaviors in the classroom could be attributed to 

boredom or the child’s desire to be anywhere but in your classroom. 

Today behaviors have multiple meanings. So you ask yourself, what is 

going on with my student? Is the student just acting up? Or is my student 

acting out? And what is the impact on the rest of the class? Are these 

situations preventing the rest of my students from learning? 

What has changed that now makes a catechist’s ministry more challenging, 

perhaps even overwhelming? The answer to that can be found in our 

culture. Take a look at what's going on in the United States today. 

Children today are more likely to come from a single-parent household. 

Children today are more likely to lose a parent to divorce than to death. 

Mothers spend more time on the job and less time at home. 

Parent involvement and/or time with the children decreases. 

With increased day care and alternative care, children are supervised by 

multiple adults with varying values and experience. These caregivers 
also have different levels of sophistication in carrying out their duties 

and responsibilities. 
Given the caregivers’ differing levels of values, rules, schedules, 

discipline styles, etc., children are likely to feel fragmented and 

alienated from their surroundings. 
Some parents “live vicariously” through their children, often pushing 
them into sports teams, dance, or music in the hopes that the child may 

achieve some level of fame and fortune that the parent could not 

(Garanzini, 1995). 
Children have access to more disposable income than have previous 

generations.  



eo Privileges that were once granted only to high school students like 

football teams, cheerleading squads, and student councils are now 

available to elementary school students at both parochial and public 

schools (Carotta, 14). 

Children today have to deal with family issues like a sibling with 

trouble at school, substance abuse, being charged with a crime, etc. 

There are more students than ever before diagnosed Attention Deficit 

Disorder and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADD/ADHD). 

These cultural factors can have a tremendous impact on a childs growth or 

decline. So it is no surprise that it impacts the child's behavior at home and 

in the classroom. What are they telling you about your student? 

The different behaviors you see could indicate that a student suffers from 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) or from some other 

developmental issue. If that is the case, what are some things I can do in 

the classroom to help? Or are there other issues with my student that go 

deeper than that - something that goes far beyond my training as a 
catechist that may require the intervention of my director? 

Knowing that your ministry calls you to teach as Jesus did, it is important 

to remember that you are teaching the whole child. That means you must 
look at the student as more than the child who came to your class to learn 

religion at his/her grade level. You look at the child as a member of a 

family, a spiritual being, and a child created and loved by God (Hart, 1980). 

So, as a catechist, you have the unique opportunity to take more of a 
pastoral approach to your student. Far more important than any lesson 
plan you will write is your relationship with the student. It is our faith and 
our relationship with God that allows us to take a special interest in our 

children! 

That's why this document has been developed, so that you can recognize 

certain behaviors and gain a better understanding of what they might 

mean. You begin to look at behaviors as disruptive, but also instructive. 

You will also be able to describe and document these behaviors in specific 

language that will help you communicate with your director and possibly  



with parents so that you may develop an effective course of action for the 

child. 

We're not asking you to become a specialist or expert in the area of 
spotting or solving student/ family problems. In most cases, you will find 

simple actions you can take in your classroom to remedy the student's 
situation, called accommodations. In rare cases you might be dealing with 

a crisis situation that calls for the expertise of others. Remember you 
always have the policies and resources of your director and diocese from 

which to draw. Never go it alone! 

Let's get started! 

Get to Know Your Students 

The most successful catechists are always aware that what they do is more 

than teaching - it is a ministry to both your student and the student's 

family. The first step begins with getting to know who they are. At the 

beginning of each year, you may want to plan on how you will 

communicate with the students and with their families. If your program 
hosts an open house at the start of each year, make sure you attend. If your 

program does not, then check with your director to see if it is appropriate 
to call the parents/guardians at home to introduce yourself. It's definitely 

worth the effort. Many of them appreciate that you took the extra time 

from your schedule to contact them. 

Either at the open house or on the first day of school you may want to have 
some sort of “greeting package.” This can be as simple as a folder with a 
letter welcoming the student and family to the program, a list of classroom 

rules, and/or an overview of how you do things in the classroom. You 

may also want to include a sheet that asks for information about the 
student, including if the student has any special needs that you can address 
or how the parent would like to be contacted in the event of a problem. 

Doing these things in advance will help make contact with the parents less 

threatening when something goes wrong.  



A Word About Listening 

The most important action in your ministry is listening to the child and 

his/her family. Any time you listen to another person, you are providing 

valuable help. Listening is the first step in helping someone solve a 

problem. Everyone longs to be heard, especially children. Sometimes they 

feel there is no one they can trust or will listen to them, so they come to 

you. It means being fully present and attentive to the other person, putting 

your own cares and concerns aside. In the heat of the situation, it may be 

difficult to do, but still worth remembering that you're listening to a child 

God has created and loved (Hart, 1980). 

Observation and Documentation 

Here is a typical complaint about a student. In an informal conversation, 

the catechist and her director are discussing how things are going. The 

catechist says, “I can’t believe my student! He's obnoxious! He talks out way 

too much in class and tries as hard as he can to stir up the pot.” 

Let's look at that comment as a starting point to give this catechist some 

advice what to look for so that he/she can better discuss the student's 

behavior. We'll talk first about what and how to observe. 

What/How to Observe 

Observations about a student's behavior must be specific for the director to 
give the catechist some help and for the catechist to help the student. The 
more specific the description of the behavior, the more likely she can 

eliminate a lot of the disruption in her classroom. 

Based on the above, are there any behavior-specifics mentioned? Yes. We 

know the student talks out in class. That's a good start. Now, how do you 

define “way too much?” You need to ask yourself how many times does 

he talk out in the course of a typical class? Does this happen throughout 

the class - or just at the beginning or end of class. And what was the 

impact on the other students?  



Having said that, the director needs additional descriptive information. 

For instance, the word “obnoxious” will always have different meanings to 

different people. What one person may call obnoxious another person 

would consider assertive. It’s difficult to get a consensus on what 

obnoxious behavior really is. To better define the student's behavior in 

specifics, it's important to identify what the student says and what the 

student does. 

So what, exactly, are the behaviors that may have drawn the catechist to 

conclude the behavior was obnoxious? Here are some examples of things 

the student may say or do in class that might lead someone to conclude the 

student was disruptive. 

Talks out without raising his/her hand 

Speaks loudly 

Interrupts the catechist and other students 

Talks to others while the catechist is teaching, giving directions, or 

writing on the board 

Uses inappropriate language 

Uses inappropriate tone of voice 

Gets out of the desk without permission 

Throws items in the classroom 

Gestures inappropriately 

Slams books on the floor 

Taps a pen/ pencil 

Takes things out of another student’s desk 

Destroys the property of others 

Sometimes a student about whom you have a concern says little or nothing. 

He/she exhibits passive behaviors, here a few examples. 

Makes no eye contact with the catechist or other students 

Reads another book while class is being taught 

Puts head down on desk 

Fidgets in desk  



e Does not participate in class 

e Does not respond to questions when called on 

A good observation communicated verbally or in writing to your director 

will contain the behavior, the frequency, and the impact on the class itself. 

Here is an example. 

“Jack talked out loudly without raising his hand eight times during the 

one-hour class. This resulted in so much lost time from student reaction 

and laughter that it prevented the group from doing the journaling 

assignment.” 

How to Document 

Now that you know how to make an accurate observation, your next step 

is to write it down as part of your documentation. Why should you 
document? There are two important reasons. You can identify patterns 

that could lead you to a possible solution to the problem. Secondly, 

documentation keeps you from having to rely on your memory. When it’s 

report card time, you'll have plenty of information to write comments for 
the parents - and it will take you less time to do so. And if someone 
challenges you about a specific behavior, your documentation provides 

you with the facts to respond appropriately. 

Keep your documentation on loose-leaf paper. Be sure to write down the 

behaviors on all of your students. Documentation is not just about 

problem behaviors. It's about all behaviors positive and negative. Even 
when a student is giving you difficulty, you still want to note the good 

things he/she does, like participating in classroom discussion, turning in 

homework on time, sitting through a class without talking out, etc. It 

demonstrates that you're using a balanced approach to your student when 

you're willing to provide positive feedback. 

It is important to begin your documentation by dating your observations. 
Recording the time can also be helpful. A behavior always that frequently 

occurs at the same time may be a clue to a potential solution. You should 

always confine your statements and documentation to the facts only.  



Never give opinions or make judgments. This is critical. Here are a few 

examples of what you should never say to a parent/guardian or write 

down as documentation. 

Jane's behavior indicates to me that she must have Attention Deficit 

Disorder. 

David needs to be on medication. 

Amy acts like she is depressed. 

Greg seems to have emotional problems. 

Linda needs anger management training. 

These statements should only be made through the professional evaluation 

of a medical doctor, psychiatrist, or psychologist. If you write down - or 

say any of the above to the child's parent- you could be faced with serious 

consequences. You can do irreparable harm to your relationship with the 

student, parents, or guardians. In some cases it could also resultin a 

lawsuit. 

And then there are those judgment-oriented words - the ones guaranteed 

to incite a negative reaction from a parent or guardian. They are also 

ineffective in describing behavior, difficult for people to agree upon and 

make attempts to solve the problem more difficult. Once again, here are 

some examples. 

obnoxious 

arrogant 

defiant 

temperamental 

hyper 

defensive 

These words should never be found in statements you make or in your 

documentation. 

Documentation should be kept in the student's file in the office. As you 

discuss observations and possible solutions you should write down what  



accommodations and efforts you have made to help your student. Include 

which efforts worked and which ones didn’t. This documentation will be 

valuable for your director and the rest of the catechist team as the child 

advances through each grade level. 

Now that you know how to observe and document specific behaviors, you 

can put it to use when you need it. When you spot certain behaviors in the 

classroom, with the help of your director, you can reach appropriate 

conclusions and apply the possible accommodation steps or intervene as 

necessary. 

Always follow your director’s policies when it comes to talking to 

parents/quardians. It always helps to plan ahead of time what you will say 

during the contact. Even if you feel you have plenty of experience and are 
comfortable with the situation, run it by the director first. Most directors 

have the experience necessary to make some helpful suggestions, especially 
since they are away from the emotions surrounding the situation. If you're 
uncomfortable or nervous about a parent contact, always let your director 

know. 

  

  

Accommodations for Special Needs Situations 

Accommodations are usually simple actions you can take in a classroom 

that make your student’s learning environment better. 

In many instances, a parent/guardian may notify your director or you 

personally that the student has a learning problem. When that is the case, 
it is appropriate to ask what teachers in his/her full time school do to help 
the student, like giving written instructions or priority seating. You may 

also want to ask them how information on his/her progress should be 
communicated to them. Most of them are truly appreciative of information 

given to them in a timely manner rather than waiting until report card 

time.  



Sacrament Considerations 

We always want our children who are receiving the sacraments of First 

Reconciliation, First Eucharist, and Confirmation to be well prepared. 

However, in the case of students with special needs, trying to make sure 

that the student can remember all of the information given in class may be 

overwhelming and frustrating. Readiness for the sacrament is not 

determined by knowledge alone. The child’s desire and enthusiasm is also 

a key part of readiness. If you are unsure whether or not your student is 

ready, your director, pastor, and diocesan religious education office can 

offer assistance. 

Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 

Definition: The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, 4th Edition (DSM-IV- 

TR) identifies three types of AD/HD: Predominantly Hyperactive- 
Impulsive Type, Predominantly Inattentive Type, and Combined Type. 
Children with the mainly inattentive type of AD/HD tend to daydream 

and have difficulty focusing. 

  

Sometimes you will know in advance that one or more of your students 

have been diagnosed with ADD/ADHD. During the day, there are 

medications - stimulants like Ritalin - that help the student function 

effectively (Paul,2000). If your classes meet in the evening, because the 

medication is a stimulant, he/she most likely will not be using it. This 

means you will see some typical ADD/ADHD behaviors in your 

classroom. 

Behaviors in your classroom: 

Inattention: 

eo often fails to give close attention to details or makes careless mistakes in 

schoolwork, work, or other activities  



often has difficulty sustaining attention in tasks or play activities 

often does not seem to listen when spoken to directly 

often does not follow through on instructions and fails to finish 

schoolwork, chores, or duties in the workplace (not due to oppositional 
behavior or failure to understand instructions) 

often has difficulty organizing tasks and activities 

often avoids, dislikes, or is reluctant to engage in tasks that require 

sustained mental effort (such as schoolwork or homework) 

often loses things necessary for tasks or activities (e.g. toys, school 

assignments, pencils, books or tools) 

is often easily distracted by extraneous stimuli 

is often forgetful in daily activities 

Hyperactivity/Impulsivity: 

often fidgets with hands or feet or squirms in seat 

often leaves seat in classroom or in other situations in which remaining 

seated is expected 

often runs about or climbs excessively in situations in which it is 

inappropriate (in adolescents or adults, may be limited to subjective 
feelings of restlessness) 

often has difficulty playing or engaging in leisure activities quietly 

is often "on the go" or often acts as "driven by a motor" 

often talks excessively 

often blurts out answers before questions have been completed 

often has difficulty awaiting turn 

often interrupts or intrudes on others 

(CHADD: Children and Adults with Attention Deficit/ Hyperactivity 

Disorder - www.chadd.org)   

This is where your observations and documentation will come in handy. 

One behavior by itself may not indicate a problem. A cluster of behaviors 

usually does.  



Accommodations that can help your classroom run more smoothly: 

Give your students priority seating. Have them sit in the front of the 

room as close to you as possible. Keep them away from the door and 

windows, where they are more likely to be distracted. 

Always write page numbers, directions, and homework assignments on 

the chalkboard. 

When you give short, verbal directions ask your student to restate them 

to check for understanding. Do this privately after the exercise has 

started. 

Break directions into bite-sized pieces. Write them down on a piece of 

paper so the student can follow them step by step. 

Check frequently with the student(s) to insure that they are following 

your directions carefully. 

If the task becomes to overwhelming, simplify the assignment so that 

the student can achieve a successful outcome. 

Assign a homework buddy to help make sure that assignments are 

written down correctly. 

Modify your vocabulary - use words and language that is at least a 

grade level lower. Give frequent definitions and stop periodically to 

check for understanding. 

Give the student a partial outline of your notes to facilitate note taking. 

If note taking is overwhelming for your student, have the homework 

buddy take notes for him/her. 

Remove time constraints for class assignments or tests. 

Shorten tests — have the student(s) answer fewer questions or give a 

shorter essay response. 

Use pictures, graphics, maps, etc., to enhance your explanations. 

Allow a student to take a movement break if he/she becomes too 

fidgety. Give him/her an errand to run, papers to pass out or collect, a 

wastebasket to empty, etc. 

Use positive reinforcement for on-task behaviors. 

You might want to prepare a checklist with behavior-specific feedback 

like participated in class, stayed in seat, raised hand to speak, etc. Send 

the checklist home after each class.  



e Send home outlines, notes, homework assignments, etc., regarding 

what was covered in class to parents/ guardians so they can reinforce 

the material and assist in the completion of assignments. 

So that no individual student feels singled out, send outlines/notes to 

all students. 
If it is possible, ask your director to find a volunteer/ parent to act as an 

aide to assist your student and others in the class. 

(Vessey, 1997) 

Developmental Delays 

Students who are developmentally delayed experience difficulty 
registering and processing what a teacher says. They have difficulty 
absorbing words, concepts, or problems either spoken or written on the 
chalkboard. The student who is developmentally delayed needs additional 

time to process your lectures, instructions, activities, tests, etc. 

Accommodations: 

If you know in advance that you have a developmentally delayed student, 
speak with the parent/guardian for helpful ideas. You will also find the 
accommodations listed above for ADD/ADHD helpful when working with 

your student. 

Autism 

Definition: Autism is one of five disorders coming under the umbrella of 

Pervasive Developmental Disorders (PDD), a category of neurological 
disorders characterized by "severe and pervasive impairment in several 
areas of development", including social interaction and communications 

skills (DSM-IV-TR). The five disorders under PDD are Autistic Disorder, 
Asperger's Disorder, Childhood Disintegrative Disorder (CDD), Rett's 
Disorder, and PDD-Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS). Each of these 
disorders has specific diagnostic criteria as outlined by the American 

Psychiatric Association (APA) in its Diagnostic & Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders (DSM-IV-TR).  



Autism is a complex developmental disability that typically appears during 

the first three years of life. The result of a neurological disorder that affects 

the functioning of the brain, autism impacts the normal development of the 

brain in the areas of social interaction and communication skills. People 

with autism typically have difficulties in verbal and non-verbal 

communication, social interactions, and leisure or play activities. 

You will likely know in advance that a student is autistic. It is important to 

get to know the parents as quickly as possible as they have good ideas on 

what will help you. 

Behaviors in your classroom: 

Insistence on sameness; resistance to change 

Difficulty in expressing needs; may be non-verbal or have very 

limited verbal abilities; may use gestures or point 

Not responsive to verbal cues; acts as if deaf, although hearing tests 

in normal range 

May repeat words or phrases in place of typical, responsive language 

Laughing, crying, showing distress for reasons not obvious to others 

Seems to prefer to be alone; aloof manner; difficulty mixing with 

others 
May have tantrums or display extreme distress for no apparent 

reason 

May not want to cuddle or be cuddled 

Little or no eye contact 

May be unresponsive to normal teaching methods 

Sustained odd play; spins objects; inappropriate attachments to 

objects 

Apparent over-sensitivity or under-sensitivity to pain 

No real fears of danger 

Noticeable physical over-activity or extreme under-activity 

Uneven fine and gross motor skills 

May exhibit self-stimulating behaviors: hand-flapping, finger 

flicking, body rocking, twirling, or spinning of self or objects  



Accommodations: 

Provide visual, concrete ideas and materials to help your student 

understand. 

Avoid verbal overload; long verbal instructions. Write instructions 

down and, if lengthy, write them down in small, bite-sized steps. 

Repeat simple questions, allowing ‘processing’ time (up to 10 seconds) 

for a response. 

Prepare the student for all environmental and/or routine changes. 

  

(Autism Society of America - www.autism-society.org) 

Many of the accommodations for ADD/ADHD are also appropriate. 

Tic Disorders 

Definition: There are four disorders in this section: Tourette's Disorder, 

Chronic Motor or Vocal Tic Disorder, Transient Tic Disorder, and Tic 

Disorder Not Otherwise Specified. A Tic is a sudden, rapid, recurrent, 

non-rhythmic stereotyped motor movement or vocalization. Tics are the 

most common movement disorder (DSM-IV-TR). 

In most instances you will know in advance if your student has been 

diagnosed with a tic disorder. Once again, the parents of your student are 

usually a good resource. 

Behaviors in your classroom: 

Simple motor tics like eye twitches, blinking, grimaces, shoulder shrugs, 

head-jerks 

Complex motor tics like smelling objects, mimicking another person's 

motions like gestures or head shakes 

Vocal tics like clearing the throat, grunting, or other noises  



Outbursts of nonsensical sounds or obscene words 

Repeating his/her own words or repeating the words of others 

Rare symptoms like lip or cheek biting or head banging 

Fatigue or stress increases tics, however some will have increased 

symptoms in a relaxed state 

Tics can disappear and reappear over time 

Tics generally improve after puberty 
Children with Tic Disorders or Tourette's can also exhibit the symptoms 

of obsession, compulsion, hyperactivity, impulsivity, and 

inattentiveness 

Accommodations: 

e When there is a behavior you want to change with your student. Use 
the POSE technique to help your student problem solve. 

e P - Have your student identify the PROBLEM or challenge. If they 

are unable to do that, tell them the problem. Use behavior-specific 
terms and explain the consequences in the classroom 

O - What OPTIONS or choices can the student identify to address the 

problem? Have them come up with at least a few possibilities. If 
they can’t, help them, but do not impose a solution. 

S - Ask your student to try to anticipate how each of the possible 
STRATEGIES may either work or backfire. Have your student pick 
the one to try in class the next time. 

E - After the student has implemented the strategy, talk with the 
student at an appropriate time to EVALUTE whether or not the 

strategy is working. 

Use praise only when the student demonstrates success with his/her 

strategy. 

When behavior is off target, use reprimands carefully. 

Keep reprimands short. Use the student's name plus two word. 

Keep it soft so that only the child can hear. 

Keep close to the student, no more than an arm’s length away. 

Try to get — but do not force - eye contact. 

Never make your reprimand public.  



Monitor your classroom environment so that you can eliminate 

anything that could cause your student to become stressed. 

Give the student untimed tests and allow him/her to take the testin a 

private, supervised location. 

(Tourette Syndrome “Plus,” Leslie E. Packer, Ph.D.) 

Many of the accommodations for ADD/ADHD are appropriate. 

Oppositional Defiance Disorder (ODD) 

Definition: A conduct disorder where persistent disobedience and 

opposition to authority figures like parents, teachers, catechists, or coaches. 

Yet students with this disorder still respect the basic rights of their peer 

group and heed age-appropriate societal rules. 

Students may be considered to have ODD if they exhibit at least five of the 

behaviors listed below. 

Behaviors in your classroom: 

Often losing temper 

Frequently argues with adults 
Actively defies rules or refuses a directive to do a classroom task 

Deliberately tries to annoy others with actions like knocking another 

person’s books off of a desk 

Blames other students for his/her own actions 

Responds to adults with inappropriate tone of voice or body language, 

even with a simple request or question 

Tone of voice/body language indicates anger or resentment 

Engages in actions to get even 

Swears or uses obscene language 

Students with ODD are sometimes placed in special education classes for 

their day school.  



Accommodations: 

If your classroom surroundings are flexible, place your desks in rows 

rather than grouping them together. 

Give your student priority seating 

Give positive reinforcement for completing a task, answering a question. 

Give positive reinforcement for desirable social behavior. 

Give the younger students the consequence of time out (1-10 minutes). 

Negative consequences for students over the age of 12, like giving 

homework or taking a privilege away, should be kept to a minimum. 

Yet you can use them if you need to restore order to your classroom in 

the short term. 
Long term negative consequences, however, may only exacerbate the 

negative behaviors. 

Once again, parents/ guardians may have helpful ideas. 

(Internet Mental Health, www.mentalhealth.com) 

 



At-Risk Behaviors 

A student is considered at risk if his/her behavior may indicate a problem 

more serious than a learning issue. The student may be exhibiting 

behaviors that indicate he/she is a danger to self or to others. Itis also 

possible that the behaviors indicate the student might be in danger. 

The cultural factors mentioned above could leave children dealing with a 

myriad of emotions that can result in sadness, confusion, anger, frustration, 

and depression. We'll discuss key issues such as drug abuse, child abuse, 

depression, and suicide. 

If you should spot some of the behaviors mentioned below, do not attempt 

to handle the problem yourself. Talk to your director immediately. Share 

your behavioral observations and documentation, but do not make a 

diagnosis. Symptoms that indicate a child is depressed, for example, may 

actually turn out to be a medical problem. 

  

  

Paying Attention to Student Journals 

Having students write their thoughts in a journal is important to their 
faith-formation. Many teachers and catechists use it as a means to 

communicate with their students. Some students who are not comfortable 

expressing themselves verbally in class may have a much higher comfort 

level writing in a journal. Especially in matters of faith and religion, it 

gives them a margin of safety. In the past teachers and catechists promised 

students that their journals were private, and that they would not read 

their journal entries. 

Unfortunately, events of recent years have made it impossible to keep a 

student's entries confidential. Journal entries have been entered into 

evidence in a court of law to prove negligence on the part of a school or 

religious education program. Whenever a student writes down a desire to 

harm self or others, you, the catechist, must take it seriously. You have a 

moral obligation to contact the director immediately to determine the 

appropriate intervention that may keep the student from carrying out  



his/her desire. Keep in mind, because of the comfort zone of the journal, 

the student might be coming to you in the hopes that you will respond to 

his/her cry for help. 

You are also under a legal obligation to act immediately. Failure to do so 

could result in a judgment against the parish. 

The rule is simple. All journals must be read by the teacher/catechist. 

Don’t assign journal writing if you aren't going to read the student's work 

(Shaughnessy, 1996). Tell them at the start of the year that you will be 

reading everything they write. Do not share journal entries with other 

students or catechists. Only if there is a real need-to-know should you let 

your director see it. 

  

More than behavior exhibited in the classroom, your student's journal is 

often the first - and maybe only - evidence you have that he/she is at risk. 

Even if the student has written, “please don’t tell anyone about this,” you 

must go immediately to your director with the journal so that intervention 

can take place right away. 

You will see below classroom behaviors that could possibly point to an at- 

risk situation. Yet, there will be times where the only clue you'll receive is 

directly from the student by way of his/her journal. 

 



Substance Abuse 

The abuse of drugs and alcohol continue to be a major concern in our 

society. Once considered an adolescent/ young adult problem, substance 

abuse is now diagnosed in children of elementary school age. 

Behaviors in your classroom: 

Academic performance slips - sometimes without warning 

Student is withdrawn and isolates self from group 

Memory loss 

Inability to concentrate or pay attention 

Poor coordination 

Grooming, cleanliness and manner of dress deteriorates 

Loses temper - sometimes over relatively small matters 

Sudden disregard for rules 

Mood swings 

(Kline, Silver, Russell, 2001) 

Never confront the child or parent/guardian directly and mention that you 

suspect drug or alcohol abuse. A false accusation of substance abuse will 

likely do irreparable damage to the relationship between you and the 

student/ family. It can also result in a lawsuit. Keep in mind that the 

symptoms you observe may also be the result of a medical problem. Your 

director can suggest to parents/ guardians that they may want to discuss 

the behavior with the child's physician. 

Child Abuse 

Definition: Child abuse is any situation in which a child suffers 

mistreatment or serious injury by other than accidental means. Child 

abuse encompasses physical, emotional, and sexual harm, as well as 

neglect (Lewis/ Bear, 2002). A family member is usually the abuser, and 

the abuse is likely to happen at home. It cuts across all demographics and 

groups (Montileone, 1994).  



Behaviors in your classroom: 

Makes no eye contact with anyone 

Staring continuously in an attempt to feel invisible 

Difficulty communicating with catechists/ fellow students 

Compulsively neat 

Overly compliant 

A strong desire to meet adult goals, yet shows little or no enjoyment or 

satisfaction in completing a task 

Secretive regarding home life 

Sudden decline in academic performance 

Difficulty trusting others 

Withdrawn, apathetic, and unresponsive 

Exhibits depression symptoms similar to those described above 

Exhibits behavior that is less mature than his/her peers 

May also be hyperactive 

Multiple bruises in various stages of healing/ discoloration - often 

described away as accidents or clumsiness 

Wears certain clothing like long-sleeved shirts to hide injuries 

Body language indicates fear when in the presence of parent or 

individual who may be the abuser 

Reports that a parent, guardian, family member, or other individual has 

inflicted injury, initiated inappropriate sexual activity, or been 
neglectful. This can be reported to you directly or through his/her 

journal. 

(Kline, Silver, Russell, 2001) 

In the case of sexual abuse you may see: 

Sudden behavior change 

A sudden decline in personal hygiene and cleanliness 

Moodiness or aggressive behavior 

Lack of interest in school 

Speaking of sexual situations at a higher level than is age-appropriate 

(The National Catholic Risk Retention Group, Inc., www.virtus.org)  



If a child reports that he/she has been abused, listen carefully to what the 

child has said if reported verbally. Document your discussion with the 

student immediately while it is still fresh in your mind. Then speak to 

your director immediately. If it appears in the student's journal, then bring 

the journal to your director. Once again, you have a moral and legal 

obligation to report the child's complaint to the state’s child protective 

services. Failure to do so will likely result in continued abuse of the child 

and could also result in serious consequences for the parish legally. 

Since victims of abuse live in fear of the abuser. Whomever the abuser may 

be, the child may insist that you keep his/her report of abuse confidential. 

However, every state law indicates that when a student's health, life, or 

safety may be in jeopardy, then you must follow through and reveal the 

information to your director (Shaughnessy, 1996). 

Depression and Suicide 

Most children and adolescents will experience periods of sadness. Most 
are brief and the result of minor disappointments. Events like the death of 

a grandparent or a close friend moving away may result in longer periods 
of sadness. Most children/adolescents will learn to deal with either level 

of sadness and recognize it as a part of growing up. However, when there 

are periods of sadness that last more than two weeks, along with an 

inability to enjoy life, your student may be suffering from a major bout of 

depression (Kline, Silver, Russell, 2001). 

Adolescent suicide has become a growing concern in the United States. 

According to the National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, 

suicides among children aged 10-14 has increased 109% from 1980-1997 

(Schwab / Gelfman, 2001). 

Behaviors that may indicate depression: 

e Loss of interest in things that the student always enjoyed in the past 

e The inability to sleep or stay asleep for any period of time  



Loss of appetite and associated weight loss 

The inability to communicate 

Excessive feelings of guilt 

Feelings of worthlessness 

Fatigue or loss of energy 

An increase in absenteeism 

(Kline, Silver, Russell, 2001) 

Behaviors that may indicate a student is suicidal: 

Expresses thoughts of death or suicidal thoughts 

Changes in personality — body language indicating sadness, anxiety, 

apathy, or irritability 

Isolates self from the rest of the class and from good friends 

Comments like “People would be better off without me.” 

Comments indicating a feeling of hopelessness like, “Things will never 

get better.” “I'll always feel this way.” 

e Giving away a prized possession to a friend 

(Kornfeld, 1998) 

Higher absenteeism than in previous years 

Self-mutilation - cutting arms and legs - often wearing long-sleeved 

shirts or slacks even on warm weather days 

e Journal entries may indicate anything from a simple desire to be dead to 

elaborate plans to carry out the suicide 

Only a medical or mental health profession can make a diagnosis of 

depression. The symptoms you see could also indicate a medical problem. 

In either case, it is critical to alert your director immediately so that a 

parent/ guardian contact can be made. Once again a director can suggest 

that the parent/guardian contact the family physician. 

If a parent informs you or your director that your student is taking 

medication to help him/her deal with the depression, don’t expect 

immediate results. Most anti-depressant medication takes four to six 

weeks before symptoms subside.  



It is critical to continue to monitor the situation closely. If the student 

suddenly comes to class saying he/she is feeling much better and 

everything is wonderful again, be aware! Many people who commit 

suicide are often happy immediately before their deaths. The “happiness” 

is often a feeling of relief because the decision to take his/her own life has 

been made. 

Some Closing Thoughts 

Hopefully this handbook has given you some useful ideas that will 

enhance the learning of all of your students. You may be able to assist in 

aiding a student who is very much in need of help because of a serious 

problem. 

It is important to understand that some accommodations you make may 

work well, while others may not. Don’t feel as if you have failed. 

Sometimes an accommodation may take time before you see the payoff. So 

always be patient. 

Remember that you always have resources available to help you. It's all 

right to admit you need help or are a bit overwhelmed. Your director is 

your best source of help and information. 

Good luck with your students, and may God bless you and your ministry. 
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