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A Navy Parent Speaks


“What I want someone in the Navy, who would be reading about a family member with special needs, to know is that, yes, we do have to remember we are trying to raise good sailors; but we will do that by raising good people who will function well within this system—and there is a way to make it work.  Don’t take ‘no’ for an answer.  There is a way to make it work so that it will benefit the Navy, and it will benefit you and your family.”

Your family is unique.  You are an important part of the United States Armed Forces, with all of the honor, responsibility, frustrations, and opportunities this important role brings.  You, too, have another very special dimension to your family life.  You may have a child who has, or is suspected of having, a disability or a medical condition that requires special planning and programming.  The combination of being a Navy family and having a child with a disability brings to your family a number of issues that can feel overwhelming.  This Handbook is written for you, in the hope that it will give you a road map to follow through difficult times of decision-making for your child and your family.

When you are told your child has a disability or illness, you are flooded with a wide range of reactions.  You wonder how you can possibly cope with your emotional reaction while at the same time care for your child and the others in your family.  Your second response may be worrying about money.  You may ask how you possibly can afford the care that your child might need.  Then comes the realization that you will be involved in special medical and educational decisions along with many professional helpers.  You wonder how you can possibly learn all you need to know about your child’s problems, as well as about the various programs, services, and entitlements available for children with disabilities.  Finally, thoughts of moving around because of Navy transfers may seem impossible.  You are not alone. 

These are some common emotions families experience when they discover their child has a chronic illness or disability.  Most parents experience some, if not all of these emotions.  They may experience them in varied order, and often they experience them over and over.  Perhaps this is something you recognize.

Frequently parents have an initial emotional response that includes shock and denial when they discover their child has a disability or chronic illness.  These feelings may be accompanied by physical difficulties like sleeplessness, depression, loss of appetite, headaches, and other symptoms.  Anger and a need to answer the question of "why" this has happened in our family often replace these feelings.  Some people become angry with themselves, thinking it was something they did that caused the disability.  Others are angry with the service providers or the world outside for not being able to help the child become “normal.”  Others may reach a bargaining stage, perhaps going from doctor to doctor to look for a different diagnosis, or reaching out to less conventional treatments in an effort to find a cure or to fix things. 

The time comes in most parents’ lives when they adjust to the situation and are able to cope effectively with their child’s needs and enjoy the child’s accomplishments.  Even at this point, however, many people still continue to feel the emotions described above.  For some, a feeling of sadness persists, regardless of how capable they are in caring for their child.  

The necessity of frequent moves and family life interrupted by deployments can make parenting a child with special needs especially difficult for service families.  Just when you begin to feel the proper services are in place for your child, orders can come and you are faced with a new community and with new decisions for your child.  Responsive school systems and human service agencies through the Navy and the civilian world are there to carry on and take over.  Yet each time it may feel as if you are starting all over again.  

It is important for you to realize that you have many characteristics in common with all families, and that these characteristics will help you as you move through the pathways toward health and strength for your child and family.

1. Every family is unique.  Families are different from each other in many ways: size, ethnic background, number of parents, geographic locations, values, available resources, and the type and severity of the disability or chronic illness.  These differences will have an impact on how a family is able to respond to the special needs of their child.

2. Families have needs.  Not only will a child with a disability or chronic illness have certain unique needs, but other family members have important needs as well.  Sometimes these different needs are in conflict with each other.  Each individual in the family will benefit if his or her needs are at least recognized as being important, even if they can’t be taken care of immediately.

3. Families are busy.  It goes without saying that in any given day, families have a wide variety of activities to accomplish.  Sometimes these activities do not permit much flexibility for other concerns.  Families vary according to the time they have and how much immediate assistance is available.  Some have found help from relatives, neighbors, support groups, and other resources.

4. Families change.  As new children are added to the family structure, or as children grow and develop, families change.  The needs of a family with very young children will be quite different from those of a family with teenagers.  Regardless of the severity of the disability or chronic illness a child in the family has, the child’s needs will change over time.  Many families are coping by living one day at a time and are not able to look very far into the future to see what will change.

5. Families can solve most of their own problems.  Families are able to create many of their own solutions to the problems faced in meeting a child’s special needs.  Many families need only limited help in finding the services they require; then they will be able to get those services on their own.  Other families feel they need more assistance, or they may not be sure about what they already have accomplished.  They may need little more than encouragement.  

Many Navy families have faced these family issues and have come to the realization that indeed, there is help out there.  Becoming connected to the many Navy and service-wide programs and services, as well as to those promised to your child by the civilian world, takes some real detective work.  But you can do it, and your child and your family will be stronger in the long run.  This Handbook is written to give you some of the resources needed to gain the knowledge and strength to travel the roads ahead with your child and family.

There are many facets to your family life and to your life with your child with special needs.  You will find that your own uniqueness as a family, your particular family strengths and needs, and the attitude with which you approach your child’s disabilities and the people who will work with your child, all are important to your family’s well being.  As you work with people in the Navy and in the civilian world to obtain the appropriate services and programs for your child, a positive approach that promotes the value of each and every individual will set the stage for sensitive and effective responses to you, your child, and your family.
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