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I have been in the field of special education for almost 25 years now. As a high school special education 
teacher and a special education administrator, I have learned a great deal about the world of special 
education. However, it wasn’t until I became a parent of a child with a disability that I truly learned more 
than I could have ever discovered in a textbook or from a professor in a college class. Because I have 
experience from three vantage points into the world of individuals with disabilities, I wanted to share with 
you the 12 most important pieces of information that I  
have gained over the years. My goal is to help parents find a balance in their lives so their families can be 
healthy and happy.  
 
1. Take care of yourself. Regardless of the severity of needs your child has, make sure you take care of 
yourself first. You must do this first before you can take care of your family. Even if you only have five 
minutes a day to yourself, watch a funny YouTube video, give yourself a facial, take a brisk walk, 
whatever it takes. 
 
2. Build a support system for you, your family, AND for your child with a disability. As parents we often 
feel that we are the only ones that can provide a support system for our child. You must first build a 
support system for yourself—friends, family, church, community organizations, whatever is available. 
There are so many people out there who can help you; you just have to look. They may not be able to 
help financially, which is what we often hope for, but friendship, spiritual support, or someone just to 
listen, can make a world of difference in your life. Do not be afraid to ask for help either. We are all in this 
world together, and it is OK to ask for help! Secondly, your child will most likely live longer than you. Make 
sure there is a support system in place for your child. This will be different from your personal 
support system, but there will likely be some that overlap. 
 
3. Don’t let the fact that your child has a disability define your family. Our family went through many 
struggles with our oldest daughter. When we were all falling apart is when I realized that our livesrevolved 
around one person. There were 4 different individuals in our family; we were a family unit. In order for that 
family to be healthy, it can’t simply focus on the needs of one person, or everyone will suffer. That is whyit 
is so important to build a support system. Yes, we have a daughter who has a disability, but that is just 
one aspect of our family. Each member of our family has talents, strengths, and needs. 
 
4. Understand the system you’re dealing with (school, medical, legal, social service, etc.) You will deal 
with more than one system throughout the experience of raising your child. Find out how that system 
works. Talk with someone who can explain the system to you so you know how to navigate it. This helps 
alleviate a great deal of anxiety so you have a better understanding of what to expect. 
Consider contacting your state parent advocacy organization. One of their program specialists can be of 
assistance in assisting and supporting you to understand the special education process.  
 
5. Learn what a “free and appropriate” public education really means. Everyone wants the best education 
for his or her child. In the law, the term “appropriate” does not mean, “best” or “maximum”. Many times 
this is where disagreements occur in meetings. Parents want the maximum available, whereas schools 
are required to provide what is appropriate. Your definition of appropriate may be very different than the 
school’s. Given federal and state budget cuts and increasing regulations, schools, clinics, and 
government offices have to do more and more with less funding. Having open conversations about what 
your child needs and coming to consensus in these meetings is important to building that relationship with 
the agency you are working with. “Help me understand” is a good phrase to use to have a better 
understanding as to what is being discussed at meetings. 
 
6. Keep track of your child’s progress on goals. Federal and state laws require teachers to provide 
progress reports throughout the school year. If you don’t understand the data, make sure to ask questions 
until you do understand it. If your child isn’t making progress, work with the school to  
determine why, and adjust goals if needed. 



 
7. Write questions before meetings, and bring someone with you to meetings to help you take notes. I 
think about going to a doctor’s appointment and being anxious about the test results that will be shared 
with me. I receive the results from the doctor, leave the office, get in my car, then I have completely 
forgotten what was said. I start to have all sorts of questions, get anxious because I’m forgetting things, 
wish I would have asked more, etc. Keep a notebook on your child and write down questions as they 
come to mind, even if it is at 3:00 in the morning. Taking the notebook with you to meetings will insure 
you have your questions ready. Taking a friend or family member with you to the meeting to takes notes 
for yourself will allow you to be an active participant in the meeting.  
 
8. Don’t let your child know how upset you are. Regardless of how frustrated you become from a 
meeting with your child’s teacher, doctor, case worker, etc. don’t let your child know the source of your 
stress. Children have an incredible ability to sense how their parents are feeling, and your children can 
feel a tremendous amount of guilt for what you are going through. Share your frustrations with a 
trusted person other than your child. You are a role model for your child all of the time, and they learn so 
much from our actions whether we realize it or not. 
 
9. Learn something new every day. As a parent, you want to naturally fix your child’s problem and make 
their lives better. You want to learn as much information as you can on your child’s condition, treatment 
options, and outcomes. Don’t get overwhelmed with the vast amount of information out there. Getting 
stuck on the internet for hours can happen very quickly. Slow down and focus on learning just one 
new thing each day. This will keep you from getting overwhelmed. 
 
10. Aim to be on the “same page” as your spouse. Divorce rates among parents of children with 
disabilities are very high. Develop a healthy relationship with your spouse so your family can be healthy. 
This may mean going to counseling to explore why you and your spouse are viewing things differently. 
Regardless of the issue, maintain an open line of communication with your spouse; you will have a  
stronger marriage and family as a result. 
 
11. Think of one positive thing each day. The power of positive thinking is a wonderful thing, and 
it’spotential has been studied extensively. Even on the worst day, find one thing to be positive about. Your 
brain chemistry will change and help you have a better outlook, I promise. I remember my worst 
day in the middle of an anxiety attack, feeling as if the world was coming to an end. I focused on the fact 
that I could physically wash the dishes in my sink. The 10 minutes it took me to do that helped me to 
realize there is always someone out there who is in a worse situation than I am and could use a helping 
hand. Needless to say there are times when I wash lots of dishes!☺ 
 
12. Help others along the way, especially new and younger parents. You have learned valuable 
information along your journey with your child. Make sure to share the wealth of knowledge you have with 
those that are newer to the field, just learning to navigate the territory. 
 
In summary, take care of yourself and your family. Your child is an amazing gift from God, and has much 
to offer this world. 
 


