CHILD WITH A DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITY
The woman you sat next to in church on Sunday smiled at you as you sat down next to her.  She looked as though she had no care in the world.  Yet in fact she felt overwhelmed by the difficulties in her life.  She and her husband are the parents of a son with a disability.  We will call these parents Bill and Jane.

Bill and Jane had been eagerly looking forward to the birth of their child Daniel.  Danny was a beautiful child and such a good baby.  It was only after a few months that they had begun to notice Danny was not doing the things that most children his age do.  The fear that Danny might have a disability began to grip them.  They had calmed themselves by thinking that he was just slow and would soon catch up.  Their doctor had reinforced this idea by assuring them that Danny was fine.  But by Danny's first birthday, they were convinced something was wrong.  They started going from doctor to doctor searching for answers.  With each visit to a new doctor, they found themselves more and more frustrated and angry.  They either got vague answers or no answers at all.  Bill and Jane had felt helpless and alone.

Eventually, someone referred Bill and Jane to the Special Education program in their local school district.  Danny was in school by the time he was two.  As he grew, Danny's parents tried to cooperate with the school the best they could.  It was hard because they did not always understand what the teachers and other school personnel were saying.  They felt overwhelmed by the whole situation, and often could not follow through on the school's suggestions.

Now Dan is an older teenager.  His disability is going to hinder him for the rest of his life.  It makes it difficult for him to cope with the "normal" world.  He is doing a good job of compensating for his disability, but often he is very frustrated about the things he cannot do.  He takes his frustration out on the people he loves most, his family.  His "acting out" makes life at home very difficult for his parents and his brothers and sisters.  Bill and Jane love Dan very much, but they have reached their limits in coping with his disability and its resulting emotional problems.  Like Dan himself, they have had a difficult time accepting his disability.  They have experienced grief, despair, and even guilt.  Even though they know they did not cause his disability, they feel responsible.

Dan's future causes Bill and Jane much concern.  Will he succeed in compensating for his disability enough to compete with the "normal" world?  Will he be able to support himself?  Will he be able to live independently?  Will he cope with the reactions of other people toward his disability?

Most parents are concerned about their children as they reach adulthood and go out on their own.  The worry of the parents of a child with a disability is much greater, regardless of whether the handicap is mild or severe.  These parents know that the struggle their child will have in becoming independent will be much greater than that of "normal" children.  The parents are faced with the problem of finding an alternate living situation for the time when they are no longer able to provide care.

Discussion Questions on Parenting Children With Developmental Disabilities:

1.
Should you ask such parents to talk about their child and the disability?

2.
How important is it that you and members of your church arrange respite for such parents?

3.
Should you inquire into the financial needs of these parents?

4.
Should you ask the parents if there is any way you can lend a helping hand?

5.
Should you make efforts among your friends to include children with developmental disabilities in the normal social activities of your children?

6.
Should your church be held accountable for meeting the spiritual, educational and social needs of its children who have developmental disabilities?

Suggestions:

1.
Ask these parents about their child and allow them to talk, or respect their wishes not to talk at that time.

2.
Realize that life with a child who has a disability is extremely difficult mentally, physically, and emotionally, regardless of how passive the child appears to be out in public.

3.
Realize that the parents are doing the best they possibly can under the given circumstances.

4.
Ask the parents, or someone who knows them, if there is any way you can lend a helping hand.

5.
See to it that your church accepts responsibility for the spiritual, educational and social needs of its children who have developmental disabilities.

