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Before I went into vocational ministry I spent several years working in the field of interior design.  I have 

had a number of people over the years question how on earth I made the leap from design to ministry.  I 

have long held the belief that the world of design has much to teach the church in terms of creating 

welcoming spaces.   

There are a lot of low to no budget things that you can do to foster an inclusive environment that sets 

everyone up for success.  Take a walk through your ministry environment and consider the following: 

 

Lighting 

Many commercial and public spaces utilize fluorescent lighting.  It’s cost effective and floods a space 

with light.  Unfortunately, it is often very bright, especially when combined with other finishes (such as 

shiny waxed linoleum, etc.).  Bright lights can be over stimulating to some of the kids we serve and cause 

undue anxiety.  There are some easy fixes that allow you to properly light your space and create a more 

calming environment. 
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One option is to purchase inexpensive classroom light filters.  These attach to the ceiling and filter the 

fluorescent light, creating a softer glow.  To find out more about these awesome accessories you can 

visit www.therapyshoppe.com and search “Classroom Light Filters”.  They run about $30 for a set of 

four.  There are lots of options ranging from solid white, colors and clouds so have fun with it! 

Another easy fix is to have some of the bulbs removed to cut down on the amount of light.  This 

combined with traditional lamp light (think floor lamps and table lamps) can create a more soothing 

environment while still offering plenty of task lighting. 

 

Flooring 

What kind of flooring do you have in your classroom?  Is it carpet?  Is it a hard surface floor (tile, 

polished concrete, hardwood, etc.)?  We often have linoleum or some other hard surface flooring in 

children’s ministry areas because, as you well know, kiddos can be quite messy.  However, hard surface 

flooring can affect the acoustics of a room.  Think of it this way – if I have autism and noise or sound 

cause me distress and physical pain and I go into a room where the kids are making noise that 

reverberates off the floor – I want outta there, and FAST!  Consider area rugs to help absorb some of the 

sound and create more comfortable floor seating for the kiddos during group times.  Window 

treatments can help but we’ll talk about that in a minute. 

Carpet is always a nice option.  It makes for better floor seating space, but churches shy away from 

carpet because of the care, maintenance and cost of replacement should it become stained.  Carpet is 

still, generally, my favorite option due to the issue of acoustics.  Consider using carpet tiles.  Carpet tiles 

look just like regular carpet when installed, but if one area becomes soiled you can simply replace the 

damaged tiles and you are as good as new. 
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Window Treatments 

Though this may seem silly to even point out I mention it because of some of the things I’ve seen while 

visiting churches around the country.  Be sure that there are no cords hanging down where the kids can 

reach them.  It’s not uncommon to think of this in the nursery with the little ones but this can be 

dangerous for older kids as well.  Cords, strings, etc. are not good if a child becomes agitated or 

aggressive.  Many psychiatric hospitals eliminate cords in patient rooms as a safety precaution and we 

are wise to follow suit.  Be conscious of safety risks in a room.  As harsh as it sounds, you have to ask 

yourself “could a child use this to harm themselves or others?”  Safety is our number one priority in 

creating a positive ministry environment for everyone. 

Window treatments also impact the amount of light in the space.  Blinds are often a good choice 

because you can control the amount of light in the space.  Just be sure to secure the cords at a level that 

the kids cannot reach. 

If you have a space where acoustics are a problem, window treatments are another place where fabrics 

can help to buffer the sound. 

 

Wall Color 

Often when decorating a kid’s space, whether it’s your child’s room or a classroom we tend to go 

overboard.  We paint murals, and cover the walls with the brightest of colors.  Though our intentions are 

good this may not be the best thing for all the kids we serve.  For kids with ADHD or autism, for example, 

this can create a very distracting and over stimulating space. 
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So you’re probably thinking “does she want me to just paint the space boring beige?”  Not at all!  You 

can absolutely still use color, in fact I recommend it!  But rather than going with the more primary, 

saturated colors (like fire engine red, big bird yellow, and Kelly green) consider a more muted pallet.   

Confused yet?  I know.  There is such a thing as “color theory” and you are looking for a color that has a 

neutral base.  Many of the folks at your local paint store can help you find what I’m talking about. 

The primary colors are fairly common in terms of kids’ stuff (think story books, textiles, cartoons, 

etc.).  However the jewel tones and colors with a neutral base still complements those brighter colors, 

but they are a bit deeper and easier on the eyes to look at.  Color theory is something that has 

fascinated me my entire life (I literally used to boycott certain cartoons as a kid because I felt their color 

palette was off.  I know Dr. Steve can probably help me with some of my issues!) but I understand that it 

can be overwhelming for some folks.  Try to think of it this way.  When I walk into the room do I find the 

colors a bit jarring?  Or does it feel like a cozy place to relax and unwind? 

 

Wall Décor  

Be selective about what you put on the walls.  If we fill every last inch of the wall with visual clutter we 

make it further difficult for our kids to concentrate on the lesson or programming at hand.  Many 

churches, particularly youth ministry programs, are designing their large area gathering spaces similar to 

a theater.  In a theater the goal is to direct your attention to the screen.  Where do you want to focus 

the kid’s attention during the hour they are with you?  If there is a focal point in the room (say where 

the teacher sits, or where the youth worship band is) design the room to focus kid’s attention to that 

area of the room. 
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I have known some churches to paint the ceilings black (bringing the eye down), and side walls a deeper 

jeweled tone (still bringing color, but not a mural that demands attention), and then puts the focus on 

the front of the room with the colorful banner that reinforces the teaching element for that series 

(Noah’s Ark, or David & Goliath, etc.).  These simple things really do impact how a child interacts for that 

hour and can maximize the impact of your programming.  Similar practices are used in the main 

auditorium where you enjoy your Sunday worship. 

 

Signage  

Don’t you hate it when you go somewhere and you can’t figure out where you’re going?  Me too!  Walk 

through your space as though you’ve never been there before.  Would it be easy to navigate if you were 

new?  What if you can’t read?  Would you be able to see where you need to go?  Probably not!  Many of 

the kids we serve are visually cognitive; they think and experience the world through pictures.  Imagine 

not knowing what is going to happen next and there isn’t anything to signal you what to expect or 

where to go.  That would be very frustrating and not welcoming at all.  Consider adapting your signage 

using software such as Boardmaker or Writing with Symbols.  This is software that is largely used in 

therapies and will make a world of difference in adapting your environment to be fully inclusive.  You 

likely have a special education teacher or parent in your congregation who has access to this 

software.  See if they would be willing to help you create signage for your space.  If you don’t have 

access to this software you can use clip art.  It’s not as universally recognized but will certainly do the 

trick!  Also consider placing signage at a height that is relevant to the kids you are serving.  For instance, 

you wouldn’t want all the signs for 4 year olds to be at a 4-foot level.  Put some down at their eye level 

so they can self-direct as much as possible. 
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The CLOCK – Don’t forget the CLOCK!!! 

 The clock isn’t just for your volunteers anymore!  Many of the kids we serve will do much better during 

the hour if they can see a clock.  Kids with issues are often painfully aware of time and have a lot of 

anxiety if they don’t know what time it is and when they will transition to the next activity.  A clock is 

one simple thing that sets them up for success.  I remember one Sunday we had a child who was new 

and very anxious about this new environment she was in with all these strangers.  We quickly 

understood that she was counting the minutes until her Mom would return to get her.  One of the 

volunteers actually went to a storage closet and found an old wall clock.  They put fresh batteries in it 

and gave it to the little girl.  They explained that when the big hand got to the 6 her Mom would be 

back.  She held the clock and almost immediately relaxed.  Sometimes it’s the simple things that show 

God’s love to kids with hidden disabilities. 

 

New Construction  

Many of the things I’ve mentioned above are things you can do to retro a space to be more inclusive.  As 

churches grow often expansion, renovation, or even new construction occur.  If this is the case for you – 

FANTASTIC!  A growing church is a wonderful thing – it means people are hearing the gospel and lives 

are being changed!  But as we create space for more people to experience God be sure we are dreaming 

about an inclusive space where all of God’s people can be welcomed into the kingdom.  Invite people 

who have experience working with kids with hidden disabilities into the design process.  This can greatly 

impact the way that your building takes shape.  If your church is embarking on a construction adventure 

and you’d like some ideas on ways to make your space inviting for kids with hidden disabilities please 

feel free to contact us. 
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Clear as mud?  

Hopefully I haven’t thoroughly confused you.  Creating a welcoming environment is easy, it just takes a 

thoughtful eye and a willingness to make changes but the reward is priceless.  So as you digest all these 

tips just think of how you want your kiddos to interact on Sunday mornings.  Do you want them to come 

in and immediately get charged up and overstimulated, making for a very busy, very active 

environment?  Or, would you like them to come in and feel like they can make themselves at home, 

relax and engage with the amazing activities and lessons you have before them?  I’m guessing you’re 

hoping for the latter!  Try to think of your classroom as an extension of your home.  What would you do 

to make people feel welcome?  Try some of these great tips and watch as the behaviors of not only your 

kids with issues, but the “typical” kids shifts as well.  You’ll find the kids will be calmer and behaviors will 

be reduced.  Have fun with it and tell us what works for you! 
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This resource is provided FREE of charge by the team at Key Ministry.  Please let us know how 
we can support you and your ministry.  
 
Our team provides the following resources to churches FREE of charge… 
 

o Best Practices Online Resources 
o Opportunities to network with other churches 
o Phone & Skype Consultation 
o On-site Consultation & Training 
o Celebrating your successes 
o Local & National Conferences 
o Praying for you! 

Please keep in touch!  We would LOVE to hear from you. 
 

Key Ministry  
8401 Chagrin Road, Suite 14B 

Chagrin Falls OH 44023 

Phone: 440/247.0083 

www.keyministry.org 

www.FREERESPITE.com 

 
 

  
 
 
 

 
 
 

If you’ve been blessed by our ministry we would love for you to 
consider supporting our mission financially.  You can donate today by 
visiting our website or you can scan this code with your smart phone 
to view our Key Catalog.  Thank you for your support!   
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