A Parent’s Perspective:
TAKE IT FROM YOUR NEW BESTIE,
YOU CAN’T DO EVERYTHING
By Elizabeth Hill
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Every family with a special needs child has most likely had a
cringey moment in public. Staring? Check. Random guy giving
our child in a wheelchair a five-dollar bill and walking away?
Weird, but true.
Our three typically developing children (TDC) laugh and take
it all in stride. Being the sibling to a special needs child (SNC)
has its rewards and challenges. In general, siblings of an SNC
are deeply empathetic and aware of those around them. They
are also sensitive to imbalances of attention to their needs in
comparison to the attention their sibling requires.
This article is not intended to be guilt-inducing, but to offer
helpful suggestions so all members of the family have their
needs addressed. Note I did not say all members of the family
have their needs met. As human beings and as parents, it is
physically, emotionally, and logistically impossible for you to
meet every need of each member of your family.

Can you identify and address them? Absolutely.
Can you find ways for others to assist you to meet those needs? Yep.
Can you prioritize the needs and focus on the one that is most needful? Uh-huh.
Is it your responsibility to meet every one of them? Impossible.

1

TIME

We all know that time is a scarce resource for special needs parents, so make the best use of the time
that you have. Can you include your TDC in errands, business trips or hobbies? Can you regularly
schedule dates with your TDC? Putting our SNC to bed as early as possible gives us some golden
one-on-one time with our other children. Whether you divide and conquer, or combine time with
both parents, make one-on-one time a priority by putting it in your calendar just like any other
appointment.

2

A THING

Some parents find an activity or hobby that is shared with just them and their TDC: a TV show that
you regularly watch together, a community event, an extracurricular activity or sport that is theirs
alone, etc. Whether it’s with you or on their own, fostering an identity outside being a sibling of an
SNC is crucial.

3

RECOGNITION

Every human being wants to be SEEN; it is important to recognize and value individual needs,
contributions, and interests. Be honest about the disparities and ask, “What is one thing that we
could work on as a family to make it better?” We are also clear in our communication with medical
and school staff that we don’t center our family around our child’s disability. Sometimes therapy or
follow-up at home will be less than they would like because she is one member of a family. We can’t
do all the things for her all the time, so we just do our best and know that it’s good enough for now.

4

RESPITE CARE

I’ve noticed that the families struggling the most don’t have circles of security around them (extended
family, church support, community resources, or trusted friends) to offer respite care. Typically
developing siblings are sometimes the best caregivers, but be aware of their needs. Ask if they are
willing/available to help and give them guaranteed “time off.” Actively seeking out people and
community resources to fill in the gaps is worth every minute of your time.

Now, I’m going to pretend that you and I are besties and that you don’t have personal space issues
and we are sitting knee to knee and I am holding your hand in mine, looking you in the eye and
saying:
Your best is enough. Your best efforts are fluid and vary depending on many things, but they are
enough. You are doing a far better job than you give yourself credit for. Trying and trying again is a
sign of success.
Remember: as a human being and as a parent, it is physically, emotionally, and logistically
impossible for you to meet every need of each member of your family. Just be aware of them and
work together with those around you to address and meet the most important needs.
Repeat:
Applaud when you get it right.
Fail and apologize when you don’t.
And try again.
You are running a marathon, not a sprint, so be patient with
yourself and don’t give up. We’re all running the race alongside
of you and we are cheering you on.

Montana Voices Amplified provides a
microphone and broad audience so the
stories, lessons, causes, and advice of
individuals with disabilities and their families
are heard. No one tells your story better than
you can. But life is busy, and time is precious. If
you take the time to articulate your experience, we
will share your message with people who will benefit
from your wisdom, or influence change.
Montana Voices Amplified welcomes submissions of five-minute videos or 600-700-word
essays on any topic related to your lived experience as a person with a disability or caring for
someone with a disability. Authors of chosen submissions receive $100. Videos will be posted
on the MT F2F web site and shared on social media. Essays will be posted on the web site and
ScholarWorks, shared on social media, and printed in a professionally designed publication to
distribute to families, schools, agencies, and legislators as appropriate.

Let us amplify YOUR voice!
Do you have a story, a lesson, advice or a message to share about life
with a disability or diagnosis? Your experience can positively impact other
Montanans.
Send your idea for an article or brief video to stacey.bliss@mso.umt.edu
or shawna.hanson@mso.umt.edu.
If you prefer to talk through your idea, you can call Stacey at (406) 2435760 or Shawna at (406) 243-4531.

Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in this article are the author’s and do not
necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the Montana Family to Family Health
Information Center, the Rural Institute for Inclusive Communities, or the University of
Montana.

Find us at

mtf2f.com
montanaf2f@umontana.edu

MTFamily2Family

