CEREBRAL PALSY
The person you sat next to in church on Sunday is the mother of two children, the one that was with her in church, and the other you have seen on occasion sitting in an elaborate chair on wheels.  This second little girl has cerebral palsy.  We will call her Maria.

Maria's parents were not aware at her birth that she had a disability.  It was only after a couple of months as they puzzled over her weak suck on the bottle and her failure to hold her head up, that they realized something was very wrong.  Her family doctor grew concerned and eventually referred Maria's parents to the first of many specialists that would examine her.  They concluded that Maria had severe brain injury either from trauma during birth or from some illness her mother might have had during the pregnancy.  They knew that nothing had happened to Maria after birth to cause this type of damage.

The injury to Maria's brain was massive.  Due to the damage in the motor area of her brain, Maria is unable to move her arms and legs in the direction she wants them to go.  Her muscles are very tight.  The only time they relax is when she falls asleep.  The damage to the motor area of Maria's brain also affects her ability to eat and speak.  Even though Maria is six years old, she has to have her food ground up to a fine texture.  It is difficult for her to keep the food in her mouth, let alone swallow it.  She is unable to chew.  Maria's speech is limited to sounds--happy sounds, sad sounds, angry sounds, but no words.

Maria's vision is also poor.  Her eyes do not track together and she does not focus on what is happening around her.  The doctor thinks that her vision is very limited.  Maria's hearing appears to be very good, and she will react with laughter even to things said at a distance.  She appears to constantly listen to sounds around her.

It is hard to know how much Maria understands.  Because of her extensive physical limitations, it is impossible to accurately test her mental ability.  Judging her alertness and responsiveness, it seems that Maria is aware of her environment and what is happening in it.  Maria definitely has feelings which she expresses vocally and physically.  When someone bends down to talk directly to her, she smiles, squeals, and extends her arms in happy response.  When people talk about her in her presence as if she were not listening, and especially when they talk about all her disabilities, she often becomes quiet and withdrawn.

Maria's family all has to work together to care for Maria.  The school staff helps in providing care and training for Maria.  They also try to provide support and guidance for her family.  Maria's family loves her intensely, she so warmly welcomes them when they greet her.  Everyone who has come in contact with Maria also receives that special joy she freely gives to everyone.

Discussion Questions on Cerebral Palsy:

1.
How should you talk to people like Maria, and what sorts of things should you say within their hearing?

2.
What should you say to family members, and how much should you ask them?

3.
What help should you offer to their parents?  Staying with them so the parents can get away?  Building special equipment?  Taking other siblings out for an outing of some kind?

4.
In what ways should the church assist families like these?

