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SURVIVING ADOLESCENCE WHEN YOUR TEEN HAS SPECIAL NEEDS

Teenage age years are full of changes, physiological, development and emotionally and that is no different for teens with special needs. Your teens may have differences, but they are probably more like their peers than not, so it is important to first make sure you are dealing with the real issue and not putting a difficulty immediately down to a disability. Below are some brief points to help you enjoy your child as they grow into maturity. Remember you know your child as well as anybody else so take what is most appropriate in your situation. The points are general in their nature, they have tried to be inclusive but there will obviously be points which you do not agree with, in relation to your child or do not go into sufficient depth. For further advice, we suggest you contact either an organisation specifically concerned with your child’s disability, your educational psychologist or your consultant.
· Part of being a teenager is learning who you are- physically and emotionally.

· Living with a disability since birth does not mean the teen has an understanding of the true nature of it or what the future holds. This is a good time to explain, or re-explain if told before, the nature of the disability. Tell them as much can be understood and invite them to ask questions.
· It is important to their self esteem to understand and learn coping mechanisms to keep a disability from becoming a handicap. Part of your teens coping abilities will depend on how integrated their life can be. Help your teen adapt to their disability, this means recognising the limitations a disability may impose but continuing with life as usual, whenever possible.
· For some teens, making choices can be a very difficult task and so keep the choices limited and teach your child where possible the benefits and needs of making choices in life. Be aware that giving some teens choices can be used by them to exert control within a family.
· Be aware of obstacles and help them to make choices. Teens need to be allowed to make choices so that they feel in control. There may be choices you cannot allow your child to make but always consider the option. Seek out situations in which they can make choices. If your child chooses to dye her hair green, this may be the only realistic choice of expression she can make for herself.

· Part of the nature of adolescence is the need to ‘fit in’ and not be different. Your teens do have differences, and they live with them everyday. They need to be given as many opportunities as possible to feel ‘the same’ and to engage in typical teen activities. Get your teenager involved and talk to him about what he wants to do. Remember that some teens make friends easily whilst others have greater difficulty, whether or not they have special needs. For some, their difficulty in making friends is a major part of their disability. Be careful not to push them into relationship and social situations they are not interested in or may not have the ability to cope with. Be aware that some may find it difficult to make good judgement calls on following actions of peers.
· It may be appropriate for someone a little older with a similar disability to talk to your teen about their experience of going through the teenage years.
· Often, disability interferes with daily life and activities. Encouraging teens, who are able to socialise, to keep involved with their peers and making extra effort to maintain connections can go along way in helping a teen cope with a disability.

· It is easy to stay in continual conflict with a teenager. So pick your battles well! Let them win unimportant battles but set firm limits where it is important. Parents of children with special needs often take on too many roles-that of therapist, nurse and friend. Some of you may not have choices but where possible be a parent first. Set limits for your child and have expectations of him. Ensure that there are consequences when rules have been broken or limits pushed. One of the most difficult things for parents to do is to have their teen learn from natural consequences, at time allowing them to fail. We all learn from our mistakes, and your teens should be given that opportunity as well taking into consideration your teen’s physical and mental ability.
· Give your child responsibilities for them and for the household. We all know it is easier and faster to do things ourselves, but a major part of helping our teens become self-competent is to teach them to be as independent as possible. Let them feel proud of their accomplishments, no matter how small and insignificant they may seem to you. 

· Help your child to feel proud of who she is. Help her to practice how to explain about her disability to others if she so wishes.
·  Because of their disability they may not act in the manner most people would expect, the teen may need to be taught some social skills (possibly through social stories) but also be given the freedom to be themselves. They may be doing things differently but that doesn’t mean its wrong and with any teen, building up their self esteem is more important than undermining them for who they are. 
· Focus on their strengths and encourage them to seek out things that interest them so that they have an opportunity to find their own identity.

· One of the hardest challenges to deal with is that your teen is a sexual being, and part of your ability to survive will depend on acknowledging this. Your child may be a 6-year-old developmentally, but her body will most likely mature at an age-appropriate level. As a parent of a child who has special needs, your job as ‘sex educator’ has more responsibility.

· Talk to your teen about the changes they are experiencing in their body. Teens need to be taught socially appropriate ways of handling some of their sexual feelings, and they need education about personal safety.

· If you are a parent of a child with a physical disability and who requires personal assistance for self-care, you and your child may begin to feel uncomfortable with this situation as maturation begins. If possible, look into the same-sex care provider.
· Your teens may require adult assistance at all times. Give yourself permission to take time out. Use respite and offers of help from friends and family. Your kids need time away from you as much as you need time away from them!

· A disability can cause stress to family members because of additional demands placed on the family. As in all families, keep communication open is helpful. Spend time together that is not focused on the disability.

· It may be around this time you have a recurrence of grief and the need to once again learn acceptance. Your child who has a disability will become an adult with a disability. But hopefully with your encouragement and that of friends, family, statutory and voluntary bodies they will grow into confident adults who are able to live life to the full.
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