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THE PILOT PARENT

HELPING HANDICAPPED CHILDREN

PRO GRAM:

THROUGH THEIR PARENTS

Frdnk  J .  Meno lasc ino ,
and Robert  Col  eman

.By : M. D.
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The p rob lems o f  pa ren ts  who  d iscover  tha t  the i r  newborn  ch i ld ' i s  menta l l y

retarded or otherwise handicapped are many and heavy. For many parents,  the

news tha t  the i r  ch i ld  i s  hand icapped  i s  ex t reme ly  upse t t ing  and  d j f f i cu l t  fo r

them to  accept .  0 f ten ,  such parents  reac t  in  pa tho log ica l  ways- -by  den ia l ,

anger ,  gu i1 t ,  o r  depress ion- -none  o f  wh ich  i s  use fu l  j n  he lp jng  them to  make

the  necessary  ad jus tment  to  the ' i r  ch i ld ' s  cond i t i on .  I t  j s ' i n  th i s  in i t i a l

s ta te  o f  shock  tha t  many parents  have ins t i tu t iona l i zed  the i r  hand icap,ped

ch i ld ,  a  dec is ion  they  wou ld  p robab ly  no t  have made were  they  proper ly  coun-

se l led  in  the  ear l y  days  and  months  o f  dea l ing  w i th  the i r  ch j ld ' s  hand icap .

Essent ia l l y ,  though,  to  keep and ra jse  the i r  ch j ld  e f fec t ' i ve1y ,  the  parents

mus t  ad jus t ' i n  two  ways :  they  mus t  accep t  the i r  ch i ld ' s  p ro iec ted  l im i ta t ions

as  a  fac t ,  and they  must  beg in  to  d iscover  the  ways  by  wh ' i ch  h is  med jca l  and

educat iona l  needs  can be  met .  But  becaure  parents  can se ldom make th js  idea l

ad jus tment  by  themse lves ,  the  method and purpose o f  counse l l ing  parents  o f

hand icapped ch i  I  d ren  becomes c ruc i  a l  .

S ' ince  the  ear ly  
. l950 's ,  

the  sub jec t  o f  paren ta l  response to  a  re ta rded

ch i ld  has  been  g iven  a  fa i r  amount  o f  a t ten t ion  in  research  and  psych ia t r i c

jou rna ls .  Much  o f  these  wr i t i ngs r  however ,  re f lec ted  the  p reva i l i ng  tendency

o f  psych ia t r i s ts  to  d ' i sparage  the  menta l l y  re ta rded ,  and  to ' i n te l lec tua l i ze

(and see as  pa tho ' log ica l  )  the  parenta l  con fus jon  and doubt  tha t  were  a  normal

by-produc t  o f  the i r  he lp lessness  and ignorance o f  what  the  d iagnos is  o f  menta l

re ta rda t ion  rea l l y  meant .  Bedd ie  and 0snpnd equated  the  b i r th  o f  a  hand ' i capped

ch i ld  to  a  "ch i ld  loss , "  tha t  i s ,  the  dea th  o f  the  hoped- fo r  norma l  ch i ld ;

hence,  paren ta ' l  g r ie f  had to  be  overcome wi th  "g r ie f  work . "1  So ln i t  and Stark

fo l lowed su i t  by  ca l l ' i ng  the  paren ta l  a t t i t ude  one  o f  "ch ron jc  mourn ing"  fo r

the  "ob jec t  loss"  o f  a  normal  ch j ld .1  Because the  fami ly  conf igura t ions  o f

parents  and re ta rded ch i ld  was v ' iewed as  "abnormal "  in  these cons t ruc ts ,  the
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