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In 1996 the UUA Accessibilities Task Force reported: 

“Unitarian Universalists have a history of fighting for justice....  

“The Accessibilities Task Force sets as goals that 'by 2000 all of our congregations will have an 
understanding that accessibility is a theological issue, and will have begun the work of dismantling the 
architectural, attitudinal, and communications barriers that exclude so many people from full 
participation in our religious communities..'”

quoted in Accessibility Information for Unitarian Universalist Churches, 2010, page 1.

Charge to the Task Force

The Accessibility Task Force was created by the Executive Team to look at accessibility 
at our church and make recommendations for improvements to our buildings, grounds, 
equipment, policies, and practices.

The Task Force soon learned that the Unitarian Universalist Association is field testing a 
program/process to help congregations become more welcoming to people with 
disabilities. This program, scheduled to be available to congregations by 2015, is intended 
to allow congregations to work toward certification.  Because of this new program, we 
expanded our brief to include the idea of moving in the direction of future certification.  
We expect the UU Association to urge congregations to move toward accessibility 
standards set by the Americans with Disabilities Act.

We were guided in our work by a document entitled Accessibility Information for 
Unitarian Universalist Churches, by Charlotte Hawkins Shepard, Ph.D., and Rev. Dr. 
Devorah Greenstein. This 70 page book, readily available on the web, is an excellent 
introduction to this topic, provides a format for an accessibility audit, and summarizes 
resources available to churches.  

Summary: An Opportunity for our Church

The Unitarian Church of Montpelier  made a commitment to accessibility in the  1980s 
when the elevator and ramp were installed.    These efforts made the vestry and sanctuary 
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accessible by the standards of that time. 

Since the 1980s the understanding of accessibility has been transformed.  Our definition 
of disability is much more comprehensive.  Standards for buildings have been raised, and 
become more complete, clear, and effective.   There are concepts, design tools,  and 
equipment in common use now that were not available then.   Much of this new 
understanding is embodied in the Americans with Disbilities Act of 1990.   We now have 
the opportunity to make our church much more completely accessible, and in the process, 
more welcoming and comfortable for everyone.  We also have the opportunity to make 
the inaccessible parts of our church accessible for the first time.

Lever handles: A novelty in the 1980s, standard equipment today

Our building is not accessible by current standards.  We do not have any safe and 
properly marked accessible parking.  Our accessible entrance is awkward at best, and 
does not work at all for some wheelchair users.   There is no fully accessible bathroom 
that is usable by many people with disabilities, including most people who use 
wheelchairs.   The Children's Chapel and upstairs classrooms are not reachable by 
students, teachers, or parents with mobility impairments.  The Chancel is inaccessible to 
many potential users, and only awkwardly and sometimes dangerously reachable by 
others.  

Therefore, there are limits to who can participate in the Sunday School, come to a 
meeting upstairs, sing in the choir, attend a concert, come to church, or be considered as 
our next minister. 

We do not have to make our building fully accessible.  The Americans with Disabilities 
Act  exempts churches from complying with the Act.    On the other hand, when we rent 
the church for concerts, meetings,  or other events, those events are required to be 
accessible.   Some improvements are needed if only for that reason.  

We feel that there are improvements we can and must make if we want our vestry and 
sanctuary to be accessible to most people with disabilities.  These include improvements 
to the School Street parking and entrance, improvements to doors and railings, and a new, 
fully-accessible bathroom (details below).  We are calling these things Phase One 
Improvements and recommending that they be done within one year.
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However, the Unitarian Church of Montpelier could choose a more ambitious goal: to 
make the whole building accessible, or nearly so, so that any person could participate in 
any program, located in any part of our building.  

This would be a challenging and expensive undertaking that would take a few years to 
accomplish.  The Accessibility Task Force believes that it is both possible and desirable 
do this.  We propose that a series of educational events and programs (outlined below) be 
undertaken over the next year to explore what it would mean to make our church fully 
accessible.

Why do this?  As the quote at the beginning says, it's an issue of justice.  It's an issue of 
inclusion. We would come much closer to the goal of “we welcome all.”   Accessibility 
expands the range of those who can participate in church programs, no matter where in 
the church these programs take place. It expands the range of people who can contribute 
to the life and finances of the church.  

One idea for School Street Entrance (Amy Chorey drawing)

Full accessibility would make the church easier to use, safer, and more comfortable for 
everyone, particularly those of us not now identified as disabled, but who are aging, 
perhaps injured, recovering from an illness, or subject to other disabilities that don't 
involve ramps or elevators.  

Full accessibility would also be a gift to ourselves.  We believe this undertaking can be an 
opportunity to learn important lessons, to expand our spiritual practice, to work together 
in a rewarding way, and to give an important gift to the future generations who will use 
this wonderful church, just as previous generations have done for us.

Beyond Ramps: Many aspects of accessibility, of welcoming, go beyond architectural 
improvements.   A very important dimension of this is “hidden and invisible disabilities”.  
These are disabilities that have to do with cognitive and  psychological impairments, and 
other conditions that many people experience.  These disabilities are just as common, just 
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as important, and just as demanding to address as physical disabilities.

Even if we make few changes to our building, there are things we can do as soon as we 
choose to, and many of them are not expensive in dollars, though they will require us to 
to spend time, to learn new things, to adjust how we communicate and  interact with each 
other and with people who come to our church.   It will probably involve some level of 
staff training, and changes in some policies and programs.  

Learning to communicate well has been a great strength of our church; extending that 
learning further is very much in the spirit of this congregation. 

SUMMARY OF THE REPORT

We divided our work into three teams.

I:  Research and Discovery.   This group surveyed church members and others, studied 
nearby churches, and met with important constituencies of the church such as the 
Women's Alliance and the R.E. Committee.

II: Architectural:  This group looked at the physical aspects of accessibility: what works 
and what almost works, but could be improved simply. We also looked at the problems 
that are more difficult, or even seemingly impossible, to fix.  Specifically, 

A: Accessible Routes (doors, door hardware, thresholds, geometry, etc): 
B: Elevator: functionality, staffing, future replacement
C: Rear accessible entrance and parking.
D: Bathrooms: inventory of existing, and proposal for an added correct accessible 
bathroom.
E: Children's Chapel and Sunday School
F: Chancel

III: Hidden and Invisible Disabilities.  Paula Gills prepared an initial report, with 
recommendations for next steps. 

RESULTS

I: Research and Discovery

The chief goals of our efforts were to spark a conversation in the church community 

about accessibility to and collect information that could guide our task force and any 

future accessibility committee as we look at these issues. We wanted to look at 3 topics 

specifically: 

4



1. What do people struggle with that makes access difficult? What are the 

disabilities that we should be aware of and make steps to accommodate?

2. What are the attitudinal barriers in our community that compound disability and 

further inhibit access?

3. What are the specific barriers in our building or our policy that make access 

difficult? What would people like to see changed in that regard?

We wrote a survey which we made available to the congregation at a table during coffee 

hour. We made two announcements from the pulpit, introducing our efforts. We also 

visited the Women’s Alliance and the Religious Education Committee to provide 

information regarding our efforts and listen to their feedback. 

Finally, we visited other local churches to discover what successful structural and policy 

changes they have made to accommodate people with disabilities or sensitivities. Christ 

Episcopal Church and Bethany United Church of Christ were selected because of historic 

structures and their noticeable involvement in and commitment to the Montpelier 

community.

Survey:

The response to our survey was underwhelming. In total, we received 10 responses. The 

information is helpful, but this does not adequately represents the thoughts, feelings, or 

comments of the congregation. The fact that so few opinions were expressed in our 

survey or to our team, indicates that we were not able to ask the right questions to the 

right people, or in some way have not encouraged them to speak.

However, the effort has been valuable by sparking a conversation. By distributing 

surveys, delivering announcements from the pulpit and staffing a table during coffee 

hour, we have strengthened this topic in the awareness of the community. Many more 

people were given surveys than returned them (probably on the ratio of 5 to 1), and these 

questions have lodged in minds even if responses have been limited. Continuing this 

conversation remains a priority. 

Conversation with Churches: Bethany and Christ Church

Both these churches function as a community space, and have made great effort to open 

their doors to anyone, member or not, and provide space and service for the community. 

They are asking many of the same about accessibility and have taken active steps toward 

providing it. In neither case are they completely accessible, but they are undertaking the 

journey -- as we are. Their successes are something to aspire to and evidence that this can 

be accomplished. 
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The significance of this exploration lies in the conversation it initiates between churches. 

We are members of a cohort of churches who are taking the question of accessibility 

seriously. These churches also are attempting to convert a historic, religious structure into 

an accessible, welcoming facility.  We have much to gain from freely sharing 

information, struggles, successes and mistakes. It would be wise to cultivate cooperation 

and communication around this issue within the larger religious community. 

Conversation with RE Committee

Our intent in this conversation was to discover what issues the Sunday School faced 

regarding disability or access, and what a comprehensive accessibility plan must include 

to accommodate the needs of the entire RE program. Most of this conversation revolved 

around the notion that we need to make our RE programs accessible despite the current 

challenges with the building. It is clear that the building currently presents a substantial 

challenge to accessibility. With regards to the upstairs space that RE occupies, this is not 

likely to change immediately. Right now,  all of the children attending are mobile, active, 

able to climb stairs, and participate in activities. So far as we know, no child is left out. 

However, in the event that a child with mobility difficulties wanted to attend Sunday 

School, this would involve a scramble to find new space within the church. Right now, 

there are perhaps suitable but not ideal places to relocate Sunday School. 

The current RE accessibility plan is to accommodate children on a case by case basis. The 

RE Committee made clear their commitment to assure that every child will be able to 

attend Sunday School if he or she desires. However, we realized what a substantial, 

immediate shift would be necessary if a disabled child came for Sunday school one day. 

The vestry seems to be the only adequate, accessible space. The green-rug gathering 

would need to take place downstairs, and at least that child’s class would need to stay 

downstairs. Among other things, this would affect the timing of class, the movement of 

the children, the activities of the class, and the availability of the vestry immediately 

following the service. 

As with our community as a whole, we need to be accommodating to invisible disabilities 

or sensitivities within our sunday school as well. Topics that were raised were social 

anxieties, psychological barriers like autism, etc., and food allergies.

It is not just the children that we need to be thinking about. Do we make the opportunity 

to teach Sunday School available to those with mobility difficulties? Also, what about our 

other educational programming, (book discussions, trainings, etc.), that often meet in the 

upstairs space during the week? 
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It is sometimes difficult for parents to pick up children after class. Some parents have to 

fetch kids from several locations, sometimes carrying younger children. The narrow 

staircase and heavy door make that difficult. Stroller accessibility throughout the church 

building was also mentioned as an obstacle for parents with young children. 

Looking ahead, an excellent first step would be to solidify our temporary accessibility 

plan for RE. The Accessibility Committee should work with the RE Committee to 

develop some immediate, practical solutions while we study larger changes we could 

make to the building. At this point, this would probably be a contingency plan. We would 

continue to use the space as we do now, but will be prepared for other possible scenarios. 

(Steve Grunewald)

Meeting with Women’s Alliance, February 4, 2014

Sam Clark, Steve Grunewald and Mary Alice Bisbee met with the Alliance at the 

beginning of their regular meeting on February 4th to explain our mission as an 

Accessibility Task Force and to request members’ input in answering our surveys and 

informal questions. After a brief introduction, the three of us sat at different tables, 

handed out surveys to all and requested that they be returned and continued our 

conversations. No formal notes were taken, so this report just represents my personal 

observations and conclusions from my table and conversations during dinner.

There appeared to be very little interest in improving accessibility because most were 

content with the status quo. Some questions posed were: 

If there is a new accessible bathroom on the south side of the vestry under the stairs, what 

will we do with the chairs, coats, etc.? There is a huge problem with storage already. Can 

we alter the existing bathrooms in any way to make them accessible?

How can we give up more space? We don’t know that there is anyone who needs these 

services and we should not have to provide accommodations unless they are requested or 

definitely needed. 

Where will the money come from?

It was agreed that hearing devices should be encouraged and managed better.

(Mary Alice Bisbee)

II: Architectural
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A: Accessible Routes

To be accessible to all users, hallways need to be at least three feet wide.  At 
intersections, there needs to be extra space to make a turn.   Periodically, there should be 
open five-foot diameter “turning circles” –  relatively open spaces that permit a 
wheelchair user to change directions easily.  

Pathways from place to place should not be longer than necessary; distance can be a 
barrier even when the hallways and other elements are conforming.

Doors need a  net clear opening of 32”, which in practice means doors should be 34” or 
36” wide.  Thresholds should be minimal or non-existent.  On the “pull side” of each 
door, there should be a clear space of at least 18” and preferably more, where a 
wheelchair user can park as she or he opens the door.  The force needed to open the door 
should be no more than five pounds.  Door knobs should be replaced with lever handles, 
which are convenient for all users.

Steps should not be too steep.  In modern practice, a rise of 7” and a run of 11” is 
considered ideal for users who can use stairs.  Many of our stairs meet or almost meet this 
criterion, and others do not.  All steps need comfortable, strong, easily-grasped railings at 
the correct height.

Brief summary of results.

We inventoried all the hallways, doors, and steps in the building against these rules.  
Details are recorded in a separate document.   But in brief, our doors are mostly 36 inches 
wide.  Many have little or no thresholds.  Few have levers.  Except for the rear entrance to 
the church, it will be simple to improve these doorways and replace knobs with levers.

Major stairways do  have railings.  Several of the short sections, such at by the pulpit and 
leading up into the organ loft, need railings added.

Our recommendation:  These are easy improvements that should be done as soon as 
possible.

B. Elevator

Note:  much of this information comes from a conversation with Bob Weber, who 
installed our machine about 30 years ago and maintains it now.

Our unit is an Elevette.  It is not exactly a wheelchair lift, or an elevator. It is technically a 
residential elevator which had some modifications made to it at the time of installation to  
satisfy code requirements for lifts at that time.  This a widely used machine, and can be 
repaired indefinitely.  Parts are available.  

It does not meet current standards.  At 34x46 interior space, it is shy of the minimum 
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standard of 36x48.   The controls don't make it easy for users to operate the lift by 
themselves. That's where we've had trouble previously.  A team of volunteers staffs the 
elevator at services, but there are other times when users are on their own.   It might be 
possible to upgrade the controls to solve this problem, but that would cost several 
thousand dollars and possibly require two variances.   

The modern standard for wheelchair lifts has a “car”  36 x 60 inside dimension.  Costs for 
such a unit, installed would be  $21 to $26,000.  An enclosure for such a lift would be 
about 62” by 75”, outside dimension.  We believe, pending further study,  that it would be 
possible, if inelegant, to put this larger lift where the Elevette now is.    A new enclosure 
would be at least another $15,000 to $20,000. 

Another possibility we have begun to explore is to add a second, conforming, lift at the 
back of the church, near our accessible entrance and near the church school.  

Our recommendation:   For now, it's important to  review maintenance and staffing of our 
current lift, particularly during events held at church.  We could consider making 
improvements to its operating controls.

At either location, we should consider installing a higher quality lift that would better 
serve our congregation.  A LULA (limited use, limited access) lift, would be  larger, have 
more convenient controls, and would  function more like an elevator. Up to seven people 
could share it.  Though it would cost about $15,000 more than a conventional wheelchair 
lift, it would be more useful to more people.

C: School Street Entrance and Parking 

Though we have a ramp at our side door, at the standard pitch,  our church does not really 
have an accessible entrance.  There are many problems that users experience now.

• There is not sufficient maneuvering room on the landing to permit a wheelchair user to 
approach the door conveniently.

• No “wheelstop” on ramp for use by cane users

• The landing is too small

• The rubber mat by itself fully obstructs a wheelchair user

• The threshold is about 2” high; the maximum height by current standards is 1/2”

• The door requires over 9 lbs of force to open (the standard is 5 pounds)

• Inside, the threshold to the kitchen door is too high

• There is no “side clearance” on the door to the kitchen. (a space to position the 
wheelchair while opening the door).

• The steps to the landing are not of equal rise and run
• 

Parking:

We have no designated accessible parking place.  Minimally, this is a well-marked 
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parking place 8 feet wide with a marked aisle beside of at least 5 feet, with a gentle 
pathway from that parking place to the ramp (spaces for vans are larger).  The drainage 
slopes in our parking area are in places steeper than 1:48, making it hard for wheelchair 
users to cross the pavement.

These obstacles makes this entrance inaccessible by any ergonomic standard. A person 
with disabilities needs helpers or attendants to overcome the barriers, often relatives or 
people who incidentally are at hand.   

Short term improvements to School Street Entrance.  

Our recommendation: We think there are several improvements that can and should be 
made soon to make the current configuration function much better.  These include

• set aside one parking place as accessible with the appropriate markings and dimensions. 
This would probably be the third spot in from the sidewalk.

• Make the left-hand entry door (as viewed from the outside) the one that is opened first 
(referred to as the active door).  This can be done without replacing or re-hanging the 
doors.  This addresses the problem of maneuvering space

• Replace the high wood threshold with a low profile metal threshold. 

• Provide power assist for the door, or otherwise reduce the force needed

• Rework the threshold into the kitchen

We do not recommend major repairs to the ramp now. A redesign well might  include a 
different ramp configuration. For now, we should make short-term repairs when needed.

Larger issues:  Many of us come in the side entrance to the church all the time, and are 
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used to it.  But to others, it may not appear functional, inviting, welcoming, or properly 
equipped.  There are also drainage issues – we're dumping our runoff right into the river.  
We think there is tremendous room for improvement here.  This could be a lovely, 
inviting, as well as conforming entrance, a positive asset of our church.  The drawing 
show some of the possibilities we've been imagining.  

Our recommendation:  We think there should be a detailed study of what we want this 
space to be.  How many parking places are needed? How many accessible spots do we 
want to provide?  Are there other functions that should be provided for? Can we make 
use of our beautiful riverside location?  Are there ways we can use the natural grade to 
have a shorter ramp or no ramp at all? How can this be integrated with the gardening 
plan?

Another idea for redesigning the School Street Entrance (Amy Chorey drawing).

D: Accessible bathroom.

Any accessible facility has to have a bathroom which anyone, including a person using a 
wheelchair, can use comfortably and conveniently.  Though churches are exempt from 
ADA compliance, our rental concerts and other events are subject to this requirement.  
Some very helpful modifications have been made to our existing bathrooms, but none are 
accessible in a modern sense, or usable by the majority of people who use wheelchairs.  

An accessible bathroom has:

• a large door with lever handle, with 24”  side clearance on the “pull” side of the door

• generous maneuvering room inside the bathroom (5' turning circle)

• a sink at the right height for a wheelchair user, with a 36” wide kneespace below the 
sink

• an ADA faucet and a correctly positioned mirror

• a tall toilet with 30” space beside it to allow transfer from a wheelchair to the toilet
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• grab bars

• electrical switches positioned for easy access 

• changing table, good lighting
• 

Our Recommendation 

It may be possible to expand the existing bathroom located off the classroom.  A second 
idea is to build a new bathroom in the current vestry coat closet on the School Street side.  
This space is a good size for this purpose and the location is convenient.  After discussion 
with Jim O'Riordan – a local plumber – this plan is feasible.  Both schemes would cost in 
the neighborhood of $15,000.

Two ideas: 1. New bathroom in  big closet off Vestry (School Street side). 2. Expand 
bathroom off classroom.  Either option costs about $15,000

E: Sunday School and Children's Chapel

The most difficult problem is that to get from the Sanctuary to the Chapel, one has to go 
up three steps to the Chancel, two more into the organ loft, then down three steps, and 
then down four more to gain the level of the Chapel.  

After a lot of discussion, and many sketches, we believe it is feasible to make this area 
directly accessible to the Sanctuary.  One idea takes advantage of the fact that though 
there are many steps between Sanctuary and Chapel, some going up, others down, the 
floor level of the chapel is really only about 12” lower than that of the sanctuary.   
Bypassing some of this up and down makes a connection more feasible.  

The basic idea is to build a small addition to the church, essentially a bridge directly 
connecting the sanctuary to the chapel, located above the concrete entrance landing now 
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at the rear entrance. This hallway would have a 12 foot ramp to change levels.  That's the 
ramp needed for a 12” difference in elevation. A level passage on the left side of the 
chancel would lead to this connector.  

Exterior as it is today.

Exterior view, with bridge connecting Sanctuary and Children's Chapel. With careful 
grading, a shorter ramp may be possible.  (drawings Amy Chorey)

A new lift, located off the Children's Chapel and off the downstairs entry hall, would 
connect the two floors.  If this lift were what is referred to as a LULA lift (“limited use, 
limited application”), it would have a generously sized “car” of 48”x54”, and would 
operate like a conventional elevator.
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The bridge: first floor plan. Ramp in purple, lift in red.

The bridge: second floor plan, showing lift, ramp, and changes to chancel (drawings, 
Sam Clark).

This plan, or an improved version of it, makes the upstairs in the back accessible for all 
users, and provides a  more direct and comfortable accessible route from our accessible 
entrance to the sanctuary.  This would be a great improvement in access, convenience, 
and comfort for many people.

Though this would be costly, it would come close to making our church fully accessible.  
Part of the cost would be offset by the fact that we wouldn't have to replace the Elevette 
at the front of the church.
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Our recommendation:   We're not stating that this particular solution is the best one, or 
that it is definitely feasible.  But  we are more optimistic that a reasonable solution exists.  
We think over the next year an Ad Hoc Design Committee of the church should be 
formed to explore this and other options, and begin also to look at cost and permitting 
isues.

It is very likely that the solution to this problem will overlap with possible redesign of the  
parking area and entrance.  Therefore, this committee should look at both design issues 
together, and also coordinate with other committees of the church, such as the gardening 
group an the green sanctuary committee.  

Interior View:  Passage at left leads to Children's Chapel; lift at right makes the chancel 
accessible (Amy Chorey).

F: Chancel

At first it seems difficult or impossible to make the chancel accessible from the sanctuary.  
There isn't room for a  ramp.  What's needed is a mechanical platform wheelchair lift 
which can handle the 20” difference from the sanctuary to the chancel.  

Such lifts can be either built-in or portable.  They come in several styles, costing between 
$6,000 and $20,000.   The more costly ones are quieter and much less conspicuous.
We could purchase an inexpensive unit, and roll it out when needed.  But pending further 
research and discussion, we think a higher quality lift could be recessed into the chancel 
platform, where the sound system now is, and be available all the times.   Unlike most 
areas of the chancel, this spot isn't really used by singers or other participants in the 
service.
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A high quality lift recessed into a chancel platform. The plan above shows where such a 
lift might be positioned.

III: Hidden and Invisible Disabilities

The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 defines a disability as a ‘physical or mental 
impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities.’  Examples of major 
life activities include seeing, hearing, walking, thinking, breathing, speaking, and 
learning, among many others.  (Shepard and Greenstein, 2010)

Most of the time, disabilities such as blindness, inability to speak, or mobility impairment 
will be obvious in a typical interaction with another.  These impairments are all physical.  
However, there are other physical impairments that may not be readily apparent, such as 
hearing-- we cannot know if someone is unable to hear or understand us unless it is 
brought to our attention by another.  Likewise, mental activities such as thinking, 
learning, perceiving, and processing information ( and similar processes) are “invisible” 
to us unless we eventually conclude that they are impaired by our observation, or they are 
brought to our attention.  While all disabilities may present challenges for 
accommodation to ensure equal access to a church’s services, programs and activities, 
“invisible” or “hidden” disabilities present their own particular issues surrounding 
recognition, understanding, acceptance and accommodation.

What are some examples of these types of disabilities that members of our congregation 
might struggle with in their attempts at participating fully in the life of our church?

John finds the Sunday service to be the most enriching aspect of church, but his fidgeting 
in the pew and occasional noises he makes cause others to look at him with disdain 
(Tourette’s Syndrome).

Mary would love to participate in choir, but the required closeness to others means that 
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she may be exposed to fragrances that can cause a severe and debilitating reaction 
(Chemical sensitivity and allergies).

Seth enjoys committee and team work and has a strong desire to be of service, but he has 
a hard time following conversations in meetings and producing acceptable written work 
because of his learning problems (Dyslexia or other learning disability).

Jane longs to teach in the RE Program but feels she cannot sign up because she 
sometimes has the need to stop what she is doing and seek a safe place (Panic disorder of 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder).

Bob finds services to be inspiring and stimulating which leaves him with many questions 
and topics he would like to discuss after, but he can rarely find anyone who will converse 
with him at coffee hour because of his habit of standing too close to others and impinging 
on their “personal space” (Asperger’s Syndrome).

Pat has been a very active member of the church for many years, but is now finding it 
difficult to participate in just about every way (cognitive impairment due to some form of 
dementia or Parkinson's).

We might say--well, if someone would just tell us about their disability, then it would not 
be hidden and could be accommodated--but this is not that automatic.  Individuals with 
these impairments, especially mental illness, have experienced embarrassment, 
frustration, rejection and disappointment on many occasions, particularly in groups. They 
are often acutely sensitive to reading body language and verbal cues that communicate 
discomfort in their presence.  They come to a church seeking a “safe haven” where they 
might be understood and accepted, but may not find this because others do not know how 
to assess and approach their behaviors.

Is a church going to be able to identify and accommodate all individuals with these 
disabilities?  No--that is not practical or even required by the law--it states that one must 
make “reasonable” effort.  Moreover, there are considerations for the access of others that 
must be taken into account: we can’t block participation for a non-disabled individual to 
accommodate someone with a disability.  The goal, then, is to try to ensure access for all ( 
known as “Universal Access”) by making sensible and acceptable adjustments to any 
barriers that may be perceived as applying to those with “invisible” or “hidden” 
disabilities.  We need to be aware that any one of us at any time might be transformed in 
an instant from being “able” to having a disability, and that most of us, as we age, will 
acquire some form of disability that might be “invisible.”  If we all have this awareness as 
a congregation, we will be more sensitive to the signs and cues that someone among us is 
struggling to participate.

So--what can our church--any church--do to meet this unique challenge to fulfill our 
mission in truly welcoming all?

SURVEY the congregation without identifiers to attempt to assess what types/numbers of 
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“invisible” disabilities exist.

CREATE an atmosphere where people feel comfortable talking with someone about 
their disability--this could be a designated and trained person in the Lay Pastoral Care 
Network.

EDUCATE staff, membership and friends.  Local agencies can provide programs and 
training.  We may want to start with the least understood and most feared impairment of 
mental illness.

SPONSOR disability events and programs in the community and internally.  An example 
could be a tutoring program for local students with learning disabilities.

INVITE people with these disabilities to speak to the congregation--both people from 
inside and outside the congregation--perhaps by having a disability awareness service.

REPRINT AND DISTRIBUTE the “Disability Etiquette” section of Accessibility
Information for Unitarian-Universalist Churches to all staff, members and friends and 
hold a series of discussion groups to deepen awareness and understanding.

It is human nature to avoid or fear what we do not know, but ignorance should not be a 
reason for failure to provide access to our church.  How can we truly “welcome all” if we 
allow barriers to full participation for people with hidden disabilities to exist without at 
least an attempt to address them?

(Paula Gills)

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE NEXT YEAR.

“Deciding how far we want to go toward full accessibility”

We recommend that the UU Church of Montpelier, after appropriate review,  simply go 
ahead in the next year with the projects we're naming “Phase One Improvements”.

This can can also be a year of learning about what accessibility entails, how it might be 
accomplished, and  what it would do for all of us at the church.  It can be a year in which 
we decide as a group how far we want to go toward full accessibility.  A high level of 
accessibility would take a very strong commitment by the congregation.  It's not 
something that a few people on a  committee can make happen.  

Phase One improvements, with budgets.

These are the projects we think are essential and should be done within the next year.    
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A:  Leversets throughout.  Assuming Elan-style hardware, and some new locks as 
suggested elsewhere, this would cost roughly $1,000 for the whole church.  Much of it 
could be done in a morning by church members.  This would be a fun, quick project.

B:  Minimal improvements to rear entrance.  $1,500 to $2,000.    This would include:

1: Repainting parking lines to include HP spot with 5' side unloading area. There is just 
barely space to do this and maintain 4 parking spots. One would now be designated HP.
2:  Carpentry work to switch passive and active side of entrance door, relocate hardware, 
replace exterior sill with accessible sill, extend doors at the bottom as needed. 
3:  Rework sill at kitchen door with minimal mini-ramp. 

C: New fully accessible bathroom: $16,000

D: More Handrails, cost approximately $800.

Notes:  

We are studying whether a power door opener would help.  
All of these proposals, are subject to review, discussion, and revisions.

Year of learning and decision.

We recommend planning and carrying out a series of educational events over the next 
year, to learn more about accessibility in all of its dimensions, and how our church can 
become more welcoming, accommodating, and indeed pleasant for all who wish to 
participate.   

Examples might include:

• Presentation of our report – or a summary of it – to the church

• Guest speakers from the Unitarian Universalist Association

• Guest speakers – or workshop leaders – from VCIL

• Meetings with Women's Alliance and other church constituencies

• Clark Lectures

• An “Accessbility Sunday”, with readings, music, and a sermon on this topic, but also 
testimony from members, or from people who would like to be members but now cannot 
be.

• Work parties:  installing lever handles; restriping the parking area, for example

• Presentations by design teams

• Collaborating with other area churches

Learning more together about this will help us understand what accessibility is, why it's 
important, and how it benefits all of us.  It will also help build support for the work – and 
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the fundraising – needed to make it possible.

Design Teams

We recommend creating two design teams.  An Ad Hoc Design Committee would study 
the architectural issues raised in this report.   Basically:  can we make the whole building 
accessible? How would we do it?  This team would look at the interior accessibility 
issues and the parking area as a single design problem, working with design professionals 
as appropriate.     The goal would be to develop a concrete proposal that could be a 
starting point for professional design.

A second team would work on issues that go beyond architecture.  This would include 
looking at how we provide access for people with hearing and visual disabilities, and the 
equipment we use for that purpose.  It would look at all our communications systems and 
in general study how to do the best job we can with these services.  It would look at use 
of scents and perfumes in the sanctuary, and any other issues that might make our 
sanctuary more welcoming to people with sensitivities of various kinds.   This team 
would also work on Hidden and Invisible Disabilities (see report above).  Another 
assignment would be to consider how our space can be used in the most accessible ways, 
given its current limitations.

The goal would be to develop recommendations and present them to the church 
community. (Sam Clark)

Other Materials Available.

• Church Floor Plans

• Details of Door and staircase inventory

• Estimate from Jim O'Riordan

• Survey, with responses

• Notes from our research

• Technological bridges
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