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Introduction





  The Gallup Poll has become synonymous with accurate statistics on what people really think, how they live, and what they do. Founded in 1935 by statistician Dr. George Gallup, the Gallup Organization continues to provide the world with unbiased research on who we really are.




  From recent Gallup Polls, we can learn a great deal about the modern family. For example, a June 2007 Gallup Poll reported that Americans, on average, believe the ideal number of children for a family to have these days is 2.5. This includes 56 percent of Americans who think it is best to have a small family of one, two, or no children, and 34 percent who think it is ideal to have a larger family of three or more children; nine percent have no opinion. Another recent Gallup Poll found that when Americans were asked, “Do you think homosexual couples should or should not have the legal right to adopt a child,” 49 percent of Americans said they should, and 48 percent said they shouldn’t; 43 percent supported the legalization of gay marriage, while 57 percent did not. Yet another poll found that 34 percent of Americans feel a conflict between the demands of their professional life and their family life; 39 percent still believe that one parent should ideally stay home with the children while the other works.




  Keep in mind that Gallup Polls do not tell us what is right or wrong. They don’t report on what people should think—only on what they do think. And what is clear from Gallup Polls is that while the shape of families is changing in our modern world, the concept of family is still vital to our sense of who we are and how we interact with others. An indication of this is the 2008 Gallup poll that found that three out of four Americans reported that family values are important, while one in three said they are “extremely” important.




  And how do Americans define “family values”? According to the same poll, here’s what Americans say is their definition of a family: a strong unit where faith and morals, education and integrity play important roles within the structure of a committed relationship.




  The books in the series demonstrate that strong family units come in all shapes and sizes. Those differences, however, do not change the faith, integrity, and commitment of the families who tell their stories within these books.
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          How Does Disability Change a Family?


        

      


    

  




  

    Terms to Understand




    perceive: to recognize or understand.




    dysfunction: a condition where something does not work, or function, as intended.




    insensitively: without consideration of the feelings or circumstances of others.




    resilience: the ability to recover from illnesses or other difficulties and to continue to function well.




    paraplegic: a person who is paralyzed from the waist down.




    adaptation: the ability to change to deal with different circumstances or conditions.




    stamina: the physical, mental, or emotional strength to endure and withstand fatigue or hardship.




    mortality: death; the condition of being a human who will one day die.




    autonomy: independence, freedom.


  




  When a child can’t move or perceive the world or think like everyone else does, we sometimes say that child has a disability. But disability does not just happen to an individual person; it happens to an entire family. Mothers, fathers, brothers, and sisters are all affected. The nature of their family will be different forever, because unlike a serious illness, disability does not get better and go away. It will always be a part of the family’s reality.




  This doesn’t necessarily mean that these families will be worse in some way. In fact, in many ways, a disability in a family can make that family stronger. Each member of the family can learn important lessons. But a disability in the family also offers special challenges to each family member.




  The individual with a disability affects both the family as a whole as well as each family member—but on the other hand, the family as whole, as well as its individual members will affect how well the person with the disability meets his or her challenges. The impact of the disability on the family and the family’s response to the disability create a never-ending cycle, one that either leads to increased individual and family strength or to individual and family dysfunction.




  As a child grows up with a disability, his family is the largest influence shaping how well he copes with his challenges. Meanwhile, his condition will put extra demands on the family. These demands include the cost involved with his medical care, special educational needs, and daily life (including what he can eat, adaptations to the family’s home, and the help he needs with dressing, eating, and toileting).




  

    According to some researchers, a disability can be defined as the gap between a person’s capabilities and what the world around her expects her to be able to do in terms of personal and social roles.


  




  All this takes time and effort, as well as money. No matter how well-intentioned and loving the family members may be, the day-to-day stress can be physically and emotionally exhausting. Worry, resentment, guilt, fear, embarrassment, and sadness are all normal reactions for family members to experience.




  Each family member will have to make adjustments. Parents may have to give up or change their career goals. Marriage partners may not have as much time to devote to each other. Siblings may feel neglected or left out. Family vacations may no longer be possible. The family home itself may need to be changed to adapt to the needs of the person with a disability. The family’s relationship with the extended family and with friends may change as well. Some people outside the family may not understand the disability and react negatively and insensitively.
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