
An Introduction to Inclusion in

CHRIST-CENTERED 
SCHOOLS



We are inclusion innovators  
with a mission for mutuality 

between persons of all abilities  
in Christian community.

Our clients receive informed 
advocacy based on our faith 

foundation.

We provide practical partnership 
and a biblical blueprint for 
community that promotes  

an exchange of gifts between  
all persons.

Ultimately, we strive to create 
kingdom communities that 

value all members of the body  
of Christ.

Who Is All Belong?



Our Mission:
All Belong equips congregations and schools to glorify 
God through purposeful, innovative inclusion of persons 
with varied abilities.

Our Vision:
We envision a world where communities are marked by 
belonging for persons with varied abilities.

Our Core Values:
Directed by the Gospel of Jesus Christ and relying on the 
Holy Spirit, we believe:

•  Diversity of ability is necessary for complete community

•  We experience God’s love through belonging in 
community

•  We bring glory to God when we live, learn, serve, and 
worship together in interdependent community.

We are here to help!  
Contact us at 616.245.8388 or info@allbelong.org



How Do We Define Inclusive Education?
An inclusive school attempts to wrap support and services around children whose 
parents desire a Christ-centered education for them. This definition, then, applies 
to all children in the school—those who may be typically developing, academically 
talented, or intellectually disabled. They are all included in the fabric of the school.

School staff members define the unique gifts and 
needs of each child and use the resources of the 
school to allow one to grow to his or her fullest 
potential. For some children, this is a grade four 
classroom. For others, this is an adapted program 

supported by the resource room. For still others, it 
may involve extra assistance in the classroom or a 
place to change a diaper or learn to speak or use 
sign language.

Ownership
For children with more moderate to significant 
support needs, it may also help to understand 
inclusion as having two major components: ownership 
and friendship. In all other models, children are 
“owned” by the special education system. They either 
have a class or teacher within that domain. Even if 
the child ventures out into the general education 
domain, ultimate ownership of that individual 
belongs to the special education department. 

In contrast, inclusion assigns each person a place 
of belonging within the general education setting.

A child with autism spectrum disorder is a child 
who is a third grader with a general education 
teacher, third grade peers, and is supported 
in that environment by the special education 
department. That child may leave the classroom 
for individual support at some points during the 
day and/or receive additional support from an 
adult or peer in the classroom, but the child is 
just as much a third grader as the child sitting 

beside him or her.

Friendship
In addition to ownership, inclusive education 
is also defined by friendship. It would be naïve 
to believe that one could place a child with 
significant areas of need in the middle of a 
fifth-grade classroom and expect everyone 
to understand and accept one another. For 
that reason, teachers work hard to provide a 

network of friendships for each child. Whether 
this is accomplished through giving accurate 
information to peers, working specifically on 
social skills with the child who has the need, or 
forming a Circle of Friends, these children are 
surrounded by peers who desire relationship 
with the child who has a disability.



Inclusion as a Biblical Calling
Though you could cite studies that show inclusion as beneficial or laws that 
insist upon general education environments whenever possible, we advocate 
for inclusion because we believe it’s God’s calling for community. Dr. Thomas 
B. Hoeksema, education professor emeritus at Calvin University, lists some 
assumptions underlying inclusive Christian education:

1. All children are valued equally by God, who created them in God’s image and for God’s purposes.

2. The responsibility to be “present with” members of the body of believers, in this case children,  
who are experiencing

 “not so ordinary” circumstances, is to be carried out not only by the nuclear family but also in other “spheres”  
by the congregational family and by the Christian school family.

3. All children must be taught to take seriously the Biblical mandate to love and care for one another, 
and they must be shown how to do so.

4. Developing spiritually and learning to live the life of discipleship are critical for children with and 
without disabilities, and schools play an important role in such nurture.

5. Being part of a regular, ongoing community such as a Christ-centered school is important for all 
children, including those with disabilities; in fact, quality of life is best protected and maintained  
in community.

6. Voluntary support systems such as Circles of Friends are readily formed in schools, and ultimately 
will result in continuity in the care and support of persons who have atypical needs beyond the 
school years.

7. Friendship between disabled and so-called nondisabled persons will be mutually beneficial.

8. It is part of the mission of the Christian school community to bring the good news of healing and 
wholeness, and of shalom, the webbing together of all people in justice and delight, to its own 
members and to the world.

Consider this...

What stories will you be able to tell as you choose to 
include students with disabilities? 
While the impact will be powerful for that child, it will pale in comparison 
to the way that child’s presence positively alters the school community, 
enhances skills of teachers, and empowers peers to embark in a type of 
Jesus-character education no curriculum writer could envision.

Adapted from “Nuts and Bolts of Inclusive Education” by Barbara J. Newman, 
published by All Belong



Key Questions to Consider:
•  What does “ownership” and “friendship” look like at your school?

• Of the Biblical principles referenced above, which principles resonate with you? Challenge you? 
How are these principles lived out (or not) at your school?

•  What is your school’s mission statement? What are your school’s core beliefs? How do the mission 
and core beliefs direct you in terms of serving students with varied abilities?

Additional Resources:
•  All Belong: Defining Christian Community by Elizabeth Lucas Dombrowski 

This brief blog post introduces readers to the 10 Dimensions of Belonging (as identified through the 
research of Dr. Erik Carter) and its application to Christian schools. Read the post on the Association 
of Christian Schools International blog: blog.acsi.org/defining-christian-communities

•  Extra Costs Bring Extra Blessing by Tony Kamphuis 
Christian School Foundation Canada president and CEO, Tony Kamphuis, addresses the opportunity 
for Christian community to embrace tuition equity in its commitment to belonging for students of all 
abilities. Read The Banner article: thebanner.org/features/2019/08/extra-costs-bring-extra-blessing 

•  The Christ-Centered Educational Services Standard 
Use this guide to assess and discuss the community, collaboration, and culture at your school for 
serving students with diverse needs. Download at allbelong.org/standard

•  Continuum of Attitudes Towards People with Disabilities in Christian Schools from Ability Revolution, Inc 
Where does your school land on this continuum? We encourage you to use this as a discussion starter for 
assessing attitudes and the community at your Christian school. Download at: abilityrevolution.org/education

•  Nuts and Bolts of Inclusive Education by Barbara J. Newman 
This how-to guide will show you how to effectively include students with moderate to significant needs at your 
Christ-centered school. Topics covered include: intake process, writing goals, social inclusion, parent and 
staff communication, lesson plans, report cards, and working with paraeducators. Purchase at allbelong.org/shop

•  Body Building: Devotions to Celebrate Inclusive Community by Barbara J. Newman 
Appropriate for school classroom devotions and personal devotions, this book features six weeks 
of devotions s that highlight Scripture and a story from an inclusive Christian school or church. 
Purchase at allbelong.org/shop

Stories of Inclusive Communities
Stories can be a powerful way to catch and 

share the vision for inclusive community. 
Enjoy these short stories from our partners.

This 13-minute video shows how Isaac, a 
young man with spinal muscular atrophy, is 
an integral member of his Christian school 

community. Watch Including Isaac at 
youtube.com/c/allbelong



Brandon Flourishes at  
Calvin Christian School
Available online at  
allbelong.org/brandon

“There is no question that Brandon has a place 
at Calvin Christian,” said Randy Moes, principal 
at Calvin Christian School (South Holland, IL). 
Brandon is an intelligent and curious boy, full 
of spirit and personality. He has flourished 
alongside his classmates and under the guidance 
of dedicated school staff. The students have grown 
to understand who he is and see his personality, 
and the staff embraces him as a person.

Calvin Christian had not enrolled students with 
autism spectrum disorder prior to Brandon. 
However, they were committed to enrolling him 
in their kindergarten class and confident they 
could serve him through their partnership with 
All Belong. “[Teacher consultants] Greg Yoder 
and Mary Ashby brought a seasoned eye to the 
conversation; they made us aware of Brandon’s 
strengths and needs and provided a lot of expertise 
on how staff could assist in the classroom,” said 
Baka Shepherd, Brandon’s father.

Brandon has blessed others with his academic 
and reading abilities. As one of the strongest 
readers in his class, he regularly reads to his peers.

“Brandon has a love for learning and 
enthusiasm that he brings to our 
school,” said Moes. “His reading ability 
and memory are great examples for 
other students.”

Not only is Brandon contributing to his school, 
he is also learning from his peers and growing 
alongside them. He is eager to participate and 
engage in the classroom, and he is learning positive 
behaviors from his classmates. “It has been a joy to 
watch his participation grow since the beginning 
of the school year,” shared his teacher, Michelle 
Jansma. “He raises his hand, he wants to share, 
and he likes to come up to the board. Today we 
had a breakthrough. Though he has not previously 

wanted to recite his 
Bible memory verse, he 
did so for the first time 
today! Not only did he 
say the words, but he 
did the motions too.”

As the school year progresses, Brandon is getting 
better at understanding the schedule and 
structure of school. He is more eager to interact 
with peers, and he spends more time with them 
during free time. “This week we changed where 
he sits in the classroom, and it did not faze him,” 
said Jansma. “I think this speaks to the way he 
is adjusting to school.”

Students recognize that Brandon is growing too. 
“Kids have grown to understand who he is and 
see his personality. They see that he is just another 
kindergartner. They encourage him and cheer for 
him,” said Jansma. Though Brandon may blurt at 
times or move around in the classroom, students 
have learned that this is what he needs. “Some 
students gently guide and direct him, showing 
that they are learning from this relationship too,” 
said Moes. “Brandon’s presence at Calvin Christian 
would not be possible without the top-notch 
Calvin Christian school staff and the support of 
All Belong,” said Shepherd. “The Calvin Christian 
school staff have been welcoming and creative 
and have tried to deeply understand Brandon’s 
strengths and opportunities. All Belong played 
an integral role in getting Brandon acclimated.” 
Brandon’s mother, Patricia, agreed: “We wanted 
a Christian environment beyond church for 
Brandon. The inclusive environment at this school 
has been an excellent fit for him.”



Additional Stories:

• Belonging Among Friends: A Graduation Reflection  
allbelong.org/belonging-among-friends/

• Immersed in Jesus’ Love: Nolan in Community 
allbelong.org/immersed-in-jesus-love/

• Ruby and Friends: Delighting in Community 
allbelong.org/ruby-and-friends/

• Creating a Culture of Inclusion at Allendale Christian School 
allbelong.org/allendale-christian-school

• Committed to Welcoming Malorie 
allbelong.org/committed-to-welcoming-malorie

• School Profile: St. Thomas the Apostle Catholic School 
allbelong.org/st-thomas-the-apostle-catholic-school

• God’s Giant Puzzle at Central Wisconsin Christian School 
allbelong.org/gods-giant-puzzle-central-wisconsin-christian/

• All Belong’s Blog 
allbelong.org/blog
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