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Taking care of a child is big
job. Taking care of a handi-
capped child can be
overwhelnung.

Bul a pilol program in Oak-
lamd Connly is helping parents
cope with the rigors of raising
aspecial child,

‘I'he Shared Parenting pro-
gram, sponsored by the Oak-
land Chapler of the Associa-
Lion for Retarded Citizens,
malehes up disabled children
wilh volunteer families who
Lake Lhem into their homes 13

Fran (V'Connell, rhrt*clnr of the
program for ARC,

“There isan unbeliev:lhlu
fatigue issue thal comes from
caring for a disabled child for

16 or 18 years," 0'Connell said.

“'I'his grives everybody a
chance Lo rest their museles,
their minds. To just plain rest
up."

I It also helps keep such chil-
dren in Lhe communily and out
of instilutions and foster care
homes, ('Connell smd.

The program began in July
1988, with grant money. Cur-
rently there are six families
participating, with another
three to hegin in November.

or 1 days a month,
The time away gives Lhe

“Lime o recuperate,” said

children’s parents and siblings

O'Connell’s Largel for June
1990 15 Lo have 12 families en-
rolled

Volunteer families come

“We need families
willing to make a
long-term commitment.”

Fran O'Connell
program director

from a variely of areas, but
they are similar in many ways,
0'Connell said.

1 have found some common
threads,” said O Connell.
“First of all, they are very
family oriented; their families
are the most important things
in their lives."

“And there is an
overwhelming aceeplance of
people,” she said. “Some of

[

Grants give handlcapped kids, kin break

these children are multiple im-
paired, with physical impair-
ments that makes it difficult to
care for {them). But these
families see those
(impairments) as part of the
person. There is a sense of ac-
ceplance that is out of the or-
dinary."

And those qualilies are
sometimes hard to find.
('Connell said that she has
plenty of families with handi-
capped children, but nol near-
Iy enough volunteer families to
share in the parenting. Some
of the volunteers are relatives
or family friends who knew the

easier.’

She also actively solicits

volunteer families, making

*hes lo communily groups
and talking Lo other mental
health workers.

“We need families willing to
make a long-lerm commil-
ment,”"()'Connell said.
‘*Sometimes these kids can be
hehavioral challenges, and
there are all different levels of
multiple handiea

The volunteer families are
paid §35 a day, with grant
money. Those who need help
or would like lo velunleer, may
call the Association for Re-

Imruii('ap[::d child before the tarded Citizens, Oakland
program began. County, 646-4522.
1 really encourage them to
find Ltheir own co-parents” B Second family gives
O'Connell said. “It makes il some specialhelp, E8
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Oakland family shares love, care

By L ORI BRASIER
O T £ dabetine] Paesy

Shannon Ofiara is 15 years old.

But in many ways she is like an
infanl. Without constant care, she
waotlld soon die.

Horn premalture, Shannon un-
derwent emergency heart
surgery shortly after birth that
left her deaf, blind and with cere-
bral palsy. She s confined toa
wheelchair and will be for the rest
of her life,

Her tragedy is her family's
tragedy, and they suffer loo,
though in different ways,

To her mother, Judy Ofiara,
Shannon is the newborn who will
never Lake (hat first slep, never
say thal first word. Shannon is the
<hild who will always need to be
bathed and fed and put to bed,

“Itis a constanl pressure,”
Ofiara sad. “IU's hard to find time
Lo o Lthe grocery shopping or
clean house, Plus the physical
itidf.- of it. She's just plain heavy to

ifL"

Ofiara works full time as an
Oakland County sheriff”s deputy
and is divorced,

Shannon was the reason her

Lhree older siblings somelimes

migsed gul on the things all kids
liketodo - they often had to be
heme i help Lake care of her.

“Kach child has had lo giveup a
lot,"" Ofiara said.

The Ofiara family's burden has
been lifted somewhal in recent
months, thanks Lo a new program
called Shared Parenting, spon-
sored by the Association for Re-
tarded Citizens.

MNow, Shannon spends three
days a week with her “other fami-
ly,” Mark and Robin Smith and
their four children.

The Smith family of Waterford
Township, takes Shannon on
Tuesdays, Wednesdays and
Thursdays, giving the Ofiara fam-
ily a1 break from Lthe constant
care,

“I wouldn't even be able to exist
without it,” Judy Ofiara said of
Shared Parenting. "It has made
all the difference.”

IFor the Smith family, itisa
chance to help.

“People ask us all the time why
we doit," Hobin Smith said. “We
can not understand why someone
would not want to doiat.”

“Fve never been in a position
where I've needed help and nol

been able to get it. We're just giv-
ing back alittle,”

In addition Lo their four small
children, the Smiths have a 19-
year-old foster son who has severe
disabilities. He, too, is confined to
a wheelchair.

Robin Smith said her own chil-
dren have come fo learn accep- !
Lance of digabilities, and that the
are very helpful in taking care of =
those in the household who need if2

“They don’L mind at all,” she =
said. “Sometimes wecan't just «
hop in the van and go, bul they’ vt
learned to adjust.”

Besides, her children, ages 3,4, -
6 and 8, have a special status
among their peers, she said.

“Nobody else in the neighbor-
hood has kids in wheelchairs,” she
said.

Both Robin Smith and Judy
Ofiara said the adjustment for ~
Shannon has been difficull, but
that she is learning Lo cope. She .,
uses a modified sign language ang
those who want Lo communicate =
with her form signs with her ﬁn—
gers.

(Miara said she uses that mgn o
language to reassure Shannon
that she is away from her moth- |
er's, and Lo help develop a routing,
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