
Faith leader perspectives on 
access, inclusion, and 

belonging for individuals with 
disabilities in Connecticut: 

Preliminary Findings
Presentation by Zane Carey

Co-Investigators: Dr. Mary Beth Bruder, Marco Delsanto, 
Jahedul Hasan, Dr. Tara Lutz, and Lucas Vander Ploeg

IRB Number: 25X-323-1

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Hi, I’m Zane Carey, I am a 2nd year Audiology doctoral student.My research presentation is: which is being researched in collaboration with: Lucas, which you met earlier in the semester detailed some of the background for our research, but my desire to pursue this research is because I believe faith can be a vector for inclusion which I have seen in my own experiences. I have also seen faith communities, including my own, struggle to make everyone feel like they belong. Hopefully this research can better inform our advocacy and inclusion efforts moving forward.



Background:
• Carter et al. (2023)

o Faith communities are one way people with disabilities 
access community.

o Faith leaders are an under-researched stakeholder 
group.

• Ault et al. (2021)
o Faith leader Training correlates with accessible 

materials and counseling for individuals with 
disabilities.

o There is a positive correlation between size of faith 
community and resources.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Erik Carter has published a plethora of research on inclusion, belonging and beyond for people with disabilities in churches and Christian communities, though his findings can be applied to any religion where there is a faith leader. His research supports that people with disabilities want to be and are a part of faith communities, and there are many barriers they face. His research argues that faith leaders are actually an under-researched stakeholder group, and that if we want to create inclusive communities, in addition to asking people with disabilities and their families what barriers they face are, we need to engage others with the ability and responsibility in changing barriers as well.Ault et al. (2021) researched faith leaders on their attitudes and experience with disability across about 200 faith communities, mostly Christian, and found that training on disability led more accessible materials and experiences such as counseling or personal ministry, and that the size of a community positively correlated with the amount of resources available to people with disabilities.I was specifically interested in How does service length relate to measures of inclusion? Is there a generational difference in inclusion? 



Faith Traditions Contacted:
178 Total Communities
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So we created a survey to ask Faith Leaders about their communities and presence and barriers for people with disabilities. We asked demographic questions about their community, what amount of people had different disabilities, their experience with people with disabilities in gatherings or services, as well as what barriers they saw to that.We surveyed 178 communities so far, we are just starting to issues follow up contacts as well. One issue I ran into trying to find contact information is that many websites and contact information is defunct, misspelled, or incomplete. 



Faith Traditions Responses:
7 Total Responses
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We have received 7 responses. 6 Judaism. 1 Muslim.Anyways, my question at the start of this: How does service length relate to measures of inclusion?



Length of Service in Years

1 - 5 6 - 10 11 - 15 16 - 20 More 
than 20

How long have 
you been a 
religious leader?

0 0 1 1 4

How long have 
you served your 
current 
community?

1 2 1 0 2

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Everyone has been at the role for 11+ years and majority are above 6 years at their specific institutions. So I am changing focus because I could find no real connection between this and the rest of the responses. Maybe once we have more information.



Similarities
• Everywhere had reserved, accessible parking 
• (Almost) all used microphones
• All described having members with IDD or Autism
• All said there are opportunities for those with 

disabilities to share their gifts or take on roles 
during a gathering.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Anyways, some global similarities:



Notable Differences
• The largest community is the only one that 

identified as having members who use ASL and an 
ASL interpreter at services.

• The Faith Leader who has been a part of their 
current community 1-5 years (and smallest 
community) discussed their biggest barrier being 
that immuno-suppressed and older members have 
a difficult time staying connected. Also that PWD 
seldom participate.

• The Faith Leader from the largest community did 
not fill in many of the short answer questions.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Point one agrees with previous research Ault et al. (2021) Point two reminds us that maybe the covid pandemic had an influence on faith leaders concept of disability- I wonder if faith leaders now are receiving more questions about Covid or disability in interviews because of it? Carter et al. (2023) proposes that the internet is a way to engage more people with disabilities in faith communities, which is true, but I dream personally of physical community that is inclusive. I would be interested to hear what this faith leader is considering to engage their community.Point three, there was also not a correlation between size and resources that we found.So while there were some points related to previous findings, there is a much more interesting story to be told than service experience.



Carter (2021)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Previous research Carter identified these different levels of belonging (not inclusion) for people with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities. Carter’s research focuses on how we shift toward belonging.



Dimensions of Belonging: Terms
Carter (2021)
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In his research he identified 10 dimensions of belonging, which as I read through the survey data, I saw some of these words come up. I searched through the survey data for these terms to see how explicitly they were presented. I included permutations of a word (welcome to welcoming) and very closely tied phrases related from Carter’s extension when describing these terms.



Dimensions of Belonging: Counted
Carter (2021)
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Please note, these are counts of how often a word/phrase was recorded not how many communities responded. So one faith leader used the word “participated” more than once in their responses to our 23 questions. Some interesting things:Being present, invited, and needed were the most referenced. Needed included volunteering, working in the office or as a janitor, reading or another specific action.Known, accepted, supported, and befriended were all one respondent who also contributed to the other categories.Yet, separately, the only respondent who talked about loving people with disabilities, compared them to “normal people” many times. I do not mean to discredit this faith leader, only to acknowledge that we may become so involved with “inclusion” and other maybe more complex words, and miss something that is at the core of many faith traditions. Carter (2021) himself says, “Real belonging cannot be considered apart from love.” We can expect more from faith leaders, but based on the responses we received, each of these faith leaders touched on different parts of belonging. Each faith leader contributed to these dimensions, mostly 1-2 of these terms in meaningful ways.Now, there was, as I said, one faith leader who kind of knocked it out of the park, and there’s a good reason for that.



Notable Responses: What are you 
proud of.

What is one specific aspect/activity/accomplishment 
within your faith community to include individuals 
with disabilities that you are most proud of as a faith 
leader?
• 1 described that they run a social group (nonprofit) 

in CT specifically to bring together people with 
disabilities that focuses on belonging.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I mean, talk about faith in action.I am unsure if I should share the nonprofit only due to the fact this is supposed to be anonymous- am I allowed?The other responses to this question ranged from abstract” inclusion and equity for all” to specific “accommodations to allow sitting or a reading table moved so a person with wheelchair can lead a service”



Notable Responses
What is the biggest challenge to fostering a sense of 
belonging for individuals with disabilities in your faith 
community, in your opinion as a faith leader?
• “overcoming unconscious bias and shifting from a 

mindset of inclusion to one of full belonging. Too 
often, communities believe they are being inclusive 
simply by allowing individuals with disabilities to 
attend or participate in programs. But belonging 
goes deeper, it means being missed when you’re 
not there, having your presence expected, and 
being empowered to contribute meaningfully.”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This person is clearly a well informed professional on disability, and honestly, really inspires me. So, when it comes down to it, we are still collecting data. Of the small sample size we have, it’s hard to make any real quantitative judgements. The next step after this is a goal to hold focus groups possibly. I feel this research will add new insight into how faith leaders of religious communities in CT at least are thinking about barriers to disability, and with 135 religious bodies in CT, there is more work to be done for everyone to belong.
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Extra Slide:
Borowska-Beszta (2024)

Five concepts of disability encoded in access objects in 
sacred buildings. These are: 
o (1) respected; 
o (2) considered; 
o (3) peripheral; 
o (4) paradoxical; and 
o (5) concealed disability. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Taking just one step away from this discussion, I found an interesting enthographic study on churches in Poland that compared physical structure accessible to legal and social norms about disability, and found that structural access did not necessarly tye closely with the values of the community or the laws at the time of building, or current laws. I bring this up because they described five concept encoded: I will come back to this thought later on as they relate.
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