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A blended family comprises two parents, their children from previous relationships, and any child from their current union. It is more complicated than a traditional nuclear family, but it can also be more rewarding when you know how to function appropriately in a blended family. The thought of being in a blended family sounds uncomfortable for some of us. Still, many people who have been in an affectionate blended family will attest to the challenges and rewards of belonging to an unconventional family that loves you as their own. It is not the first choice of many to mingle intimately with people if they are not blood-related. 

Complications may arise, and no one likes complicated relationships. You can expect bumps along the road if you decide to share the rest of your life with someone who has children from a previous relationship. When one or more of those children has a learning disability, the learning curve for a stepparent can be rather steep.  

According to renowned family counselor Tom Frydenger: “Becoming a blended family means mixing, mingling, scrambling, and sometimes muddling our way through delicate family issues, complicated relationships, and individual differences, hurts, and fears. But through it all, we are learning to love like a family.” That statement adequately encapsulates the experiences of blended families, which I’ve been a part of on both sides. I grew up in a blended family, and I am now a stepparent. 

My parents separated when I was three years old, and my mother married and had four more children, one of whom had special educational needs. My stepfather’s two children joined us, and we lived together as one big, blended family. Stepfamilies require additional levels of transition and acceptance depending on each partner’s family history and personal circumstances. Flourishing in such a family involves considerable change. When one or more children have physical or intellectual disabilities, the process becomes complicated.

According to Science Daily, “In the United States and Canada, the term learning disability is used to refer to psychological and neurological conditions that affect a person's communicative capacities and potential to be taught effectively. Special education is the instruction that is provided to children who learn differently from their peers. The children may have physical disabilities, learning disabilities, developmental, behavioral or emotional disorders, or special gifts and talents. In the United Kingdom, the term learning disability is generally used to refer to developmental disability.”  

A learning disability manifests in a reduced intellectual ability and difficulty with everyday activities like self-care, household tasks, or money management. Some people may find it difficult to socialize or make and keep friends. They may also take longer to learn and find it difficult to understand complicated information. These characteristics usually affect a person throughout their life. They may need some level of long-term support, but many adults with a learning disability can lead independent lives with the appropriate support. 

Learning disabilities are often confused with learning difficulties such as dyslexia or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Autism is not a learning disability, but around half of the autistic people in the UK may also have a learning disability. It is sometimes referred to as a being on the spectrum or autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Dyslexia is a “learning difficulty” but not a learning disability, as it does not affect intellect.

I use the word “disability” in its loosest sense for this book to include those with intellectual disabilities or challenging behavior that someone with ADHD may display.  The principles also apply where stepchildren have physical disabilities. There is no intent to be technical or scientific; instead, recognize that a learning difficulty or disability of any kind affects individuals differently. The material is also relevant to children who might not have been diagnosed with any disability but whose behavior is described as “challenging.” 

I will also occasionally use the word “special” when referring to a child with special needs and disabilities or a child with challenging behavior.  It does not mean that other children are not special or that this child is more special. The focus of this text is to highlight how physical and cognitive impairments or challenges affect blended families and to share information on how stepfamilies can achieve a happy existence despite their daily challenges. 

My daughter has down syndrome. Her speech is severely delayed, but she has improved tremendously over the years based on the extensive work we have done with her at home.  Some of her friends are diagnosed with developmental delay; others with autism and Asperger’s syndrome. The range of known conditions is too vast to mention.  Parents attracted to this book will know if any conditions apply to their child, and I hope that they will gain insight into how to maneuver through this unique field. 

For example, someone on the autism spectrum may have rigid routines and struggle to connect interpersonally and emotionally. They may also have behavioral challenges that are new to the stepparent who, despite their best efforts, may not be equipped to cope with these attributes.  It is no wonder, then, that many clinicians believe the divorce rate of blended families with autistic children to be higher than in the general population and in other stepfamilies. 

There is reason for hope, though. In the study mentioned above, the researchers found that “Couples with neuro-typical children who can help care for and support their siblings with developmental disabilities may experience less marital stress. This phenomenon suggests that other children in the family may be a vital support system for parents coping with the care of a child with a developmental disability.”

One of the biggest challenges to parents when their child is disabled can be accepting the child’s disability. As expectant parents, we dream of what they will be like and what they will do as they grow up. However, when our child is born with a disability, those dreams are significantly altered, leaving you to rethink everything.

Laws in the United States (from the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act) exist to protect the rights of children and adolescents ages 3–21 with special needs. These laws provide a bridge between early childhood and adulthood, continuity, enhanced communication, and a focus on family involvement and lifelong outcomes. Other than educational services, these laws may also provide additional support mechanisms such as transitional support, crisis management, and other appropriate services.

Many of the sentiments children in stepfamilies think, feel, and say are the same as children growing up in traditional families. In storybooks we read as children, the stepmom was always described as wicked and was the target of children's anger. When entering a stepfamily, children often blame the stepmom for replacing their biological parents. Most often, the stepmom or stepdad has nothing to do with the separation of the birth parents. Children with cognitive disabilities, many of whom cannot articulate their feelings verbally, may show their disapproval differently. Their behavior can baffle a new stepparent if they are unfamiliar with the child’s diagnosis or not experienced in the field.

The key to raising happy stepchildren is effective communication. Parenting stepchildren can be challenging—you must be wise and sensitive, creative, and flexible in your approach to develop and maintain good relationships with your stepchildren.  All children require patience, warmth, and compassion. Stepchildren and those with disabilities require these traits even more. From a very young age, they may be independent-thinking individuals with the potential to appear aggressive or rude. Any attempt to fight fire with fire will only stoke a massive blaze that can potentially burn your house down.

There are various reasons why the union of two parents and their kids from former relationships can prove challenging. For example, children might have had differing family routines and parenting styles. Conflicts surrounding visitation rights and tension between ex-partners may arise. Stepchildren may also have special needs, and the stepparent may lack experience related to the condition. As the early years of a blended family are more likely to be challenging, new stepparents often experience stress. 

When a disabled child is part of the new stepfamily, it increases the dynamics in the home.  If not understood before moving in, the stepparent may face a steep learning curve and throw the family off balance. Issues with stepchildren can cause stress in the relationship. Couples entering blended families with disabled children should recognize and accept that their world will change as they embrace new roles and build lasting relationships. While you as parents approach the concept of remarriage and the acquisition of a new family with immense excitement and expectation, your children or your new spouse’s children might not share that sentiment.

For the most part, children will feel dubious and unsettled with the impending changes.  As a result, they are more likely to be concerned about sharing their space with new stepsiblings.  Forming a functional and stable blended family can be complicated if children frequently experience complex emotions. For example, if a disabled child is loud, the noise may disturb the other children and result in the absence of friendships. No one entertains the idea of living with people whom they barely know or may even dislike.  For this reason, children may resist the change, and this resistance will play out in their behaviors.

Entering a blended family can be a complicated undertaking. As a parent, you may become frustrated when your new family does not gel immediately. But don’t be discouraged, for time is a great healer. Families will adjust and ultimately achieve happiness over time—no matter how complex or uneasy things initially appear. With mutual respect, open communication, a generous amount of patience, and love, you can establish a close connection with your new stepchildren and form a successful, loving, happy blended family. And despite the highs and lows that unavoidably surface when two families come together, your blended family has the potential to become solid and supportive for all its members.

Since I know what it’s like to be a stepchild and stepparent, I’d like to help you achieve a happy and peaceful family home. I am sharing information that I wish someone had provided for my family when I was a child. All my siblings and stepsiblings got on well from the beginning. However, my mother and stepfather had differing forms of discipline, which brought undue stress into the family. Thankfully, I learned early what works and what doesn’t and thus avoided the pitfalls and maintained a happy stepfamily. 

I’m sharing my experience of successful stepparenting in a home with a child who has special educational needs and disabilities. I hope that by implementing these steps, you’ll simplify your transition into a new family structure or improve your existing stepfamily. You’ll discover in this book that, despite the challenges you can expect while caring for a disabled child, it is possible to achieve the goal of creating a healthy and loving stepfamily with a fulfilling and harmonious life.

This book is structured around 9 Ls:  Launching, Loving, Listening, Laughing, Leading, Letting, Lifting, Lubricating, and Learning. Together they provide valuable tips and techniques for raising a stepchild with a cognitive or physical disability.  I know that your ultimate desire is to achieve a happy, successful stepfamily (with or without neurotypical children). You’ll discover how to bond with your disabled stepchild, address your differences, strengthen your family, and maintain a happy relationship with your spouse so all the children in your family unit can feel safe and content.  

Each chapter commences with one of my personal inspirational quotes. These words are my intellectual property and are included in the text to motivate you on your journey to becoming the best stepparent that money can’t buy.  Enjoy and be inspired!

This book will provide you with a good understanding of the joys and challenges that can come from being part of a blended family. It will help you and your partner ensure that your stepfamily is successful. The ability to positively impact the life of a child who is not yours biologically is a hugely rewarding experience when you get it right.  
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Chapter 1 - Launching
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“Plan your journey, even if you don’t have a ride”

Getting accustomed to living in a stepfamily or blended family takes time. Studies reveal that, on average, it takes approximately two years to familiarize yourself with new family members and establish bonds. During this period, you and your partner will learn to work together to care for your children. You’ll discover that it’s a learning process and that you will not immediately have all the answers. Keep in mind that relationships take time. Every new member of your family will have to adjust at their own pace.

Following those crucial two years of bonding, families commonly get accustomed to new routines and daily life. Still, issues arise in all types of families, and blended families have countless unique challenges that many people do not recognize until they are in the situation. Understanding what to expect in a blended family can help stepparents manage conflicts before they escalate.

Managing Expectations

Family therapists revealed that creating a healthy stepfamily is a daunting task. The process can take anywhere from two to seven years with significant adjustments. Attempting to combine two families too quickly might lead to frustration since some family members might resist bonding. Therefore, it is imperative to first work on the couple’s relationship. That’s the primary step to creating a healthy and happy blended family. It is essential to spend quality time with your partner and take care of each other through open and positive communication.

Nurturing your relationship is particularly valuable because the bonds you and your partner have with your biological children began way before (and might be more solid than) your relationship with your spouse. Relationships can be hard work, and no two are the same. Part of that hard work involves dealing with pain, loss, and anguish from a previous marriage or relationship. Guilt, loss, and rejection from an earlier marriage or relationship can manifest in ways neither partner understands or expects. When you combine those factors with caring for a disabled child, the issues increase exponentially.

Honesty is the best policy in blended families (and really, in all families). You’d be surprised how much honesty in your relationship can save your marriage and family. There is no point in concealing the severity of your child’s disability from your partner while you’re dating. If you are sincere and honest from the beginning, you give your partner a chance to make an informed decision about advancing the relationship. You may lose your connection if they decide that the situation would be too much to handle. If that’s the case, it’s best to be upfront and honest early on.

With sincerity and open communication, you and your spouse will be well on your way to building a solid foundation. When challenges arise, make a concerted effort to work with your partner to find solutions. If the disabled child is your biological child, you will want to support the child, but always remember that you and your partner are a team—the rock upon which the family is built. It is no easy task to manage these dynamics when choosing between your spouse and child. For these reasons, you must ensure that your partner is exposed to your child’s issues—tantrums, demands, and other peculiarities—before entering into marriage or a permanent relationship.  No two days will be the same. There will be moments when new behaviors emerge, and you must ensure that you have done your best to prepare your partner for those moments.

You must present a united front in the presence of all your children, even if you feel they lack the cognitive ability to comprehend discord. Don’t make the mistake of underestimating how much your child understands or doubting their ability to manipulate situations. For instance, if you disagree with how your spouse handles a specific problem, discuss your concerns privately in a non-judgmental manner and not in the presence of children. 

You have likely learned through experience that establishing a healthy relationship does not happen overnight. It requires commitment, effort, time, and patience. As a new couple with kids from a previous marriage or relationship, you can expect to encounter unique challenges. When your new family includes a child with special needs, those challenges will be compounded, and everyone will need to adjust the expectations for their new family unit. The learning curve may be steep for the stepparent and their children, increasing frustration as routines change to accommodate the disabled child.

Family issues arise in all families, but blended families have unique challenges that many parents do not realize until they enter a new relationship. Those issues multiply when the family unit cares for a child with special needs, especially when the stepparent is unprepared for this new role. 

Children often feel apprehensive, anxious, or uneasy toward new stepparents. It is usually easier for them to bond with stepsiblings. When a child has a disability, additional learning and adjustments are required. Challenges can be alleviated if everyone in your blended family knows each other before embarking on a life together.  And while it is okay for kids to feel uneasy, it is necessary to establish ground rules making it clear that hostile behavior toward family is unacceptable. Your children must understand that they need to treat your new partner or spouse with respect and kindness. 

You, as a stepparent, must also be respectful to the children—respect is a two-way street. You should avoid having the exact expectations for your blended family that you had for a previous family arrangement. Do not expect to superimpose your biological family into your blended family and continue as usual (even if you think your stepchildren are culturally similar to your biological children).

As you and your new partner work to build your new household, share with them your previous household rules, discipline styles, and responsibilities. Understanding these rules will help your partner support you to make responsibilities and rules coherent for your biological children. Your spouse needs to give you the same information regarding your stepchildren. You must acknowledge that you have a bond with your child that your new partner does not share as a birth parent (and vice-versa). This bond is crucial in the case of disabled children. Include your partner in your daily routines related to caring for a child with special needs as much as possible. Be sensitive, and understand that your partner may feel apprehensive if they lack information about the condition and caring regimens for a child with those particular needs. 

Considerations before Moving in Together

Individuals planning a life together with children from former partners must remember that the children had lives before with another parent. Before moving in together, partners must consider a range of factors to improve the possibility of achieving a happy stepfamily.

Essential Details about Moving In

Jot down a range of positive and negative emotions. You can do this on your own, or you can share it with your partner. Consider your feelings about moving in and that of the children involved. Are you happy, nervous, excited, anxious, relieved, or still mourning and having regrets about the past? When you do this with children, you must prepare for varying opinions. While children might agree on the nervousness and excitement, they might express agonies and resentments from the past. 

Children are generally more sensitive and might feel hurt at the idea that their old family is gone. Without fail, the most excellent way of dealing with discomfort and sad feelings is by bringing them out into the open and tackling all issues head-on. Ensure that your children get time and space to talk without reprimanding them for saying how they truly feel. 

Some children tend to show unpleasant behavior, refuse to communicate, or isolate themselves due to unhappy emotions. Reassure and encourage them. Be honest and avoid imposing sanctions for negative behaviors they may demonstrate during this uncertain time. Clearing up such issues will give the children the security they require during the transition phase. During the process of moving in, ask your children what they like, dislike, and how they feel.

Everyone needs to know about the new move, too. Consider all the potential dynamics—will children be living with you full-time or part-time? Are you moving to a new house, or is one partner moving in with their children? (Kindly note that this is even more significant when there are two sets of children involved.)

Sharing Space Positively

Children joining a blended family will require a space they can call their own. They need to feel they have a place even if they visit infrequently. If they have a room for themselves, ensure that space will be exclusively for them, and their privacy will be assured. Or, if they need to share a room, establish the dynamics early. Sharing a room with a child with learning difficulties may not be an easy option and should be avoided if possible. 

While you would like the children to get along, it is unfair and unwise to force the neurotypical children to endure non-typical behavior if they find it annoying. It is critical to include all members of the family in the plans. Discuss relevant issues like respect for each other’s personal property and privacy. Also, teach the principles to your special child but bear in mind they may break the rules depending on their level of cognitive awareness.  
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