
The Special Needs of Parenting
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Dealing with the Unique Struggles of 
Having a Child with Special Needs





Loss of the Ideal Child

1. Conception We create, in our minds, the 
ideal child
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Loss of the Ideal Child

1. Conception We create, in our minds, the 
ideal child

2. Most parents lose the ideal child when 
they turn into teenagers!

3. Disability At some point, often birth, 
we discover that our child is at a 
disadvantage

4. Mourning the loss of the idealized child







Chronic Sorrow

• Originally the work of Simon Olshansky
• Chronic Sorrow develops over time as the 

child fails to reach milestones and the 
wounds never really heal

• Each missed milestone, birthday,  etc. 
reopens the emotional wounds



Major Events Can Reopen the Wounds

•First Day of School

•IEP Meetings

•Dysfunction at School



Three Stages of Parenting

• 0-5 Keep the Alive
• 6-12 Teach Them Well
• 13-20 Letting Go



Responsibility = Freedom
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Parenting Styles
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Prevalance of Parenting Styles

• Authoritarian 15 %
• Permissive 15%
• Uninvolved 37%
• Authoritative 32%



Special Needs Parenting Style

•They tend to be more permissive 

•They tend to make allowances and excuses

•They want to balance the scales of unfairness

•They feel that their child has already suffered enough

•We need to help them understand how to allow their child 
to learn how to navigate “their” real world



Difficult Parents

Difficult Student

• Think of the most difficult parent you have 
had to deal with.

• Write it down.
• Share



Difficult Parents

Difficult Student

• Behind Every “Bad” Behavior is an
• Unmet Need
• Think of that difficult parent and brainstorm 

what might be that unmet need
• How can we help them?



Children Learn What the Live
By Dorothy Law Nolte, Ph.D.

If children live with criticism, they learn to condemn.
If children live with hostility, they learn to fight.

If children live with fear, they learn to be apprehensive.
If children live with pity, they learn to feel sorry for themselves.

If children live with ridicule, they learn to feel shy.
If children live with jealousy, they learn to feel envy.
If children live with shame, they learn to feel guilty.

If children live with encouragement, they learn confidence.
If children live with tolerance, they learn patience.
If children live with praise, they learn appreciation.
If children live with acceptance, they learn to love.

If children live with approval, they learn to like themselves.
If children live with recognition, they learn it is good to have a goal.

If children live with sharing, they learn generosity.
If children live with honesty, they learn truthfulness.

If children live with fairness, they learn justice.
If children live with kindness and consideration, they learn respect.

If children live with security, they learn to have faith in themselves and in those about 
them.

If children live with friendliness, they learn the world is a nice place in which to live.
Copyright © 1972 by Dorothy Law Nolte



What a Parent Feels
By Dr. Stephen Trudeau

When you are hurting, we feel the pain.
When you are laughing, we feel joy.
When you are not safe, we feel anxious.
When you are safe, we feel content.
If we are disrespected, we feel anger.
If we are respected, we feel loved.
If our wisdom is rejected, we feel misunderstood.
If our wisdom is listened to, we feel valued.
When you are dishonest, we feel disappointed.
When our rules are respected, we feel generous.
When your relationship doesn’ t work out, our heart breaks for you.
When you find joy and acceptance in your relationships, are hearts are 
warmed.
If you lose your way or your focus, we are frightened for you.
When you have clear goals, we are comforted.
When you say you don’ t need us anymore, we feel abandoned.
But when you truly make it on your own, we feel Proud. Ó2006
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