Grandparents and Disability

Having a disabled child affects the whole family. Parents may turn to grandparents for support, who may also find themselves in a whole new world. This can feel like a big responsibility and some people may not understand the difficult times that grandparents themselves may face when trying to understand what is happening. 
An important point to remember is that attitudes to disability have changed significantly over the last few decades. For some grandparents, the social model of disability may challenge their own assumptions and early experiences. 
CANDI parents who have not felt supported by their own parents have said that this has been due to the grandparents’ difficulty in accepting the impairment. Seeking information about disability and specific impairments and support from other parents and grandparents may help greatly in the early days.
Grandparents may worry about how much support they can give. Some sensitivity may be needed in this area at a time when emotions are running high.  All families are different and whether the difficulty faced is related to disability or to something else, parents will know their own children best. 
Being there without appearing critical of parenting skills is always a dilemma, keeping open good ways of communicating and really listening is important. Equally, grandparents may need to address their own feelings and talking to someone who understands and knows what it is like is vital in maintaining a balance.
Try not to assume help has been offered from elsewhere. Many parents feel unsupported even when services are in place. Some parents find asking for help difficult, especially when they feel that they should be able to cope or do not want their privacy invaded. 
Remember, too that some parents might be struggling even when they appear to be coping. Other family members can sometimes feel that they don’t have the skills needed to help care for the child. Remember that you own son or daughter will have felt like this, no-one is born with these skills - and your practical and emotional support could make a real difference.
There may be particularly difficult times for parents for example around the time of diagnosis, and especially when no diagnosis is forthcoming. Moving school and transition to adulthood are times of extra meetings, forms to fill, assessments to be made and extra support may be welcome. 
Parents may accept their child’s impairment but often assessments are based on what a child cannot do which can raise negative feelings all over again. So parents might need support after what seems like many years.
Parents need to deal with a number of statutory services and the process can be exhausting. And continuous. Help with phone calls, moral support or childcare at meetings may ease the pressure.
Parents often find they gain most support from parents of other disabled children and this may be beneficial for the whole family.

Some tips from grandparents:

· You come from different eras, sometimes thinking has moved on.

· Sometimes what you have to say won't be welcome, try and plan what to say in a sensitive way.

· Focus on the child as a person, not the impairment.

· Sometimes people just need to let off steam, try not to overreact or take everything personally.

· If you can help, don't wait to be asked but make an open offer for them to take or leave.

· Take care of yourself too.

CANDI is here for all carers of disabled children, including grandparents.

More information for grandparents may be found from: 

The Grandparents Association

Moot House, The Stow, Harlow, CM20 3AG Tel: 01279 428 040

Grandparents Plus

18 Victoria Square, Bethnal Green, London, E2 9PF Tel: 020 8981 8001

Contact a Family

Freephone helpline: 0808 808 3555 or www.cafamily.org.uk

