COUNSELING PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES OR THEIR FAMILIES

I. Learn to understand disability:


A.  Know something in general about major disabilities




cerebral palsy




mental retardation




multiple sclerosis




head injury




mental illness


B.  When working with a family or person with a disability, ask them to explain what the disability is, the implications, and what they understand about it.  They are often the real experts of their child or their disability.


C.  Encourage people with disabilities to learn about their disability and what it means for them if you find that they are not well informed or are fearful of the disability or disease.

 
D.   Assess the needs and strengths of the person. 



l.  They may not know their strengths or their abilities.



2. Do not buy into learned helplessness.



3. Enable them to be comfortable when help is needed and gracious when not needed.


E.    Understand the classic grief cycle:



1. There is grief over the loss or abilities and perceived images.



2. There is anger which must be expressed encourage it and acknowledge it.



3. There will be frustration; listen; you do not have to fix it.



4. Address their fears.



5. Understand something about forgiving .

                    
6. Acceptance is not the same as liking a disability; nor is it accomplished once.


 F.    Learn to enter the struggle

· Be present to the pain

· Understand that it is real for them

· Accept what they feel

· Help them to integrate suffering as one dimension of living

· Move them toward living with their disability rather than suffering from it.                         


 G.    Be aware of your own limitations


         How do they enable you to understand and accept the limitations of those whose disability affects                                         them in greater areas of their life?

II.
There are no special skills for working with persons who are disabled or their families. You already possess skills which can be expanded.




A. CRISIS COUNSELING: This skill can be used to work with parents or persons disabled who are unable to accept disability, or let go of their sense of guilt, sin, or grief.  Where there is a child with a disability involved, encourage and enjoy them. Model real acceptance and celebrate both small and big steps in their growth.  Look for and encourage the “rites of passage” (e.g. baptism, confirmation, etc.) for them and for their family.


B.  PRESENCE AND SUPPORT:  Disability is a long term struggle of coping. Pat, ready made answers for coping with prejudice and negative attitudes or expectations of others does not provide presence or support. Listening, hearing the pain, entering the struggle, means reaching out even when you do not know what to say. You do not need to have the answers!


C. ENABLER:  Professionals often overlook the secondary problems of disability, e.g. poverty, agencies, transportation problems, lack of family, emotional and community support, social isolation, sexual issues. There is a need for these persons to know there is someone who understands  their needs, can search through the desert of non-existing or inadequate programs, fight the bureaucratic red-tape, or stand with them as they "fall through the cracks".  This may mean finding an able and committed advocate who has the time, energy, and stamina necessary.

These are suggested counseling strategies.  The essence here is not developing new skills, but rather widening the boundaries to include persons previously excluded by therapy.

Remember that the questions of any persons in counseling are ultimately spiritual.  Counseling must not separate the questions of living,  suffering, or dying from the realm of one's spirituality. To do so would be to fragment people and to deny their search for meaning, which is the penultimate search for God.
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