TIPS FOR PARENTING YOUR CHILD WITH SPECIAL NEEDS

Parenting a young child with special needs can feel like a roller coaster ride that brings both extreme joys and challenging frustrations. Here are some tried and true strategies from a parent of two children with special needs that might help your daily life run more smoothly!

· Take a break with your child --- Often our schedules can be so full of appointments and structured activities that we forget to enjoy the companionship of playing with our child. Schedule a ten-minute break with your child every day to do something that you both enjoy. This can be reading a story together, taking a walk, enjoying a special snack, or even doing a fun errand. At the end of the day, remind yourself and your child of your short break together by saying, "I had fun with you today when we...."

· Limit your expectations for how much you can get done in one day -- Life with a young child is unpredictable. You may expect to undertake several tasks during naptime with a child who then refuses to nap that day. Each day brings something unexpected. When your child is older, you will be able to find time to accomplish other activities, but for now, keep your "to do" list short!

· Form a working partnership with the professionals in your child's life -- With children, parents are frequently reminded to focus upon positive behaviors, but we also need to remember that philosophy when communicating with the professionals who work with our children. Saying things such as "I appreciate your hard work to help Patrick.." or "My daughter loved telling me about how much she enjoyed..", helps to create the positive partnership between parents and professionals that is needed to work together for the benefits of your child. In meetings, be direct about what you would like, rather than focusing upon what you would like to change. Make an effort to get to know the professionals in your child's life and make yourself accessible for communicating through personal contact, telephone calls, or e-mail. You can learn a lot of information about your child by lingering five extra minutes during pick-up or drop-off times!

· Keep a notebook -- You will collect a number of forms, evaluations, records, and loose papers. One way to organize them is to purchase, an inexpensive three ring binder and a whole punch. You may organize the notebook into categories (e.g, medical, school, evaluations, resource, contacts), or just secure them into the notebook and organize them at a later time. Keeping a pencil and some blank paper in the notebook is a good idea because it will remind you to make brief notes during parent meetings.

· Bring a buddy to meetings -- No matter how good your memory is, it is very helpful to unwind after a meeting by discussing it with someone else who was there. Often their impressions may be very different from yours and it helps to remind what was determined at the meeting.

· Remove your "Super Mom (or Dad)" cape -- Under the best circumstances, parenting is a difficult job. Trying to seem perfect to the rest of the world brings on frustration and feelings of inadequacy. Keep a sense of humor and when you are having a horrible day, admit it, and then look forward to having a better one tomorrow.

· Schedule time for yourself -- After spending a day with an infant or toddler, it's important to spend time with other adults, or doing things that satisfy your other interests. As a parent of a child with special needs, you may need longer or more frequently breaks than other parents. Using a calendar to put aside time for appointments may be routine, but how about scheduling time off for you? A short break from the day-to-day responsibilities of parenting allows you to restore yourself and enables you to have the energy that you need to be a better parent in the future.

· Allow others into your life -- Families need a network of support to help them through some of the day-to-day struggles of parenting and managing a household. Don't allow your child's challenges to become a family secret. At a time when you are not feeling overwhelmed, make a list of ways that you can use an extra pair of helping hands. Next, devise a strategy for getting the help that you need. If a family member or friend offers to help, be prepared to tell them specifically what they can do that would support you the most. It could be something as simple as running an errand or something more time-consuming like providing overnight respite so that you can get a full night's sleep. There may not be one single person who is able to meet all of your needs, but accepting a small amount of assistance can provide both mental and physical relief.

REMEMBER, ASKING FOR HELP IS A SIGN OF STRENGTH!
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