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Fathers of Children With Disabilities
Fathers are beginning to receive more attention from professionals, who are becom-
ing increasingly cognizant of the needs of fathers and urging their active involvement 
in intervention programs for children with disabilities (Flippin & Crais, 2011; 
Rump, 2002).

When researchers investigate the effect of a child with disabilities on fathers and 
mothers, discrepant findings are not unusual. Lamb and Meyer (1991) and, more 
recently, Trachtenberg et al. (2007) found, for example, that fathers and mothers react 
differently to the news of their child’s disability. Fathers, in general, are less emotional 
in their reaction, tend to focus on the long-term consequences, and seem to be more 
affected by the visibility of the disability. Mothers are more expressive in their responses 
and are worried about the day-to-day burdens of child care.

The father’s attitude toward his son or daughter who is disabled is very likely to 
influence the attitude of other family members (Seligman & Darling, 2007; Turnbull 
et al., 2015). A disability diagnosis can also affect how a father evaluates his family life, 
which can subsequently influence the perceptions of the entire family. These conclu-
sions are in line with our family systems approach to understanding the effect of a 
disability. (See the accompanying First Person feature above.)

First Person: KRISTINA
Day Dreams

More than once during the last twelve years since our 
daughter, Kristina, was born with cerebral palsy I have 
daydreamed wistfully about what she might have been 
like if only . . .

Would she run fast and jump high? Would she 
enjoy reading as much as her mom and I? Would she 
love to climb trees like her dad, or make crafts like her 
mom? How much different would she look, would her 
face change, how might she look if she could sit or 
stand straight? Would her voice be different? Would she 
like the same things she likes now: cards, telephones, 
swimming, speed? Would she have done well in school? 
Would she enjoy math or English? What kinds of friends 
would she have made? How would I have responded to 
her first boyfriend? What kind of nickname might she 
have been given? Could she have performed a solo in 
a choir or played an instrument? How would she look 
riding a bike or rollerblading down the hill? Would she 
like tennis? Would she have gotten the same thrill with 
horses as her grandmother?

At first, I daydreamed out of self-pity; later I 
felt ashamed but now I have grown to view it as an 

occasionally pleasant diversion. I realize now, it is only 
human nature to wonder and second guess about 
choices made and paths not taken. Once our lives have 
irrevocably gone in one direction, many look back and 
wonder what it might be like to live in another place or 
time, do another job, or live another life. It’s harmless, it’s 
healthy.

I guess I stopped feeling ashamed of my 
daydreams when I realized that I couldn’t be happier 
than I am right now. I have a wonderful wife, three 
willful and happy children, and many things that others 
daydream about.

Despite human nature, down deep I do not want 
anything around me to change. While I might like to 
try on a different job much as I might like to try on a 
different style of clothes, I know it wouldn’t be me. In the 
same way, I might like to meet a different Kristina, but 
she wouldn’t have the same infectious laugh, the same 
genuine feelings, or the same love of life. I wouldn’t like 
the impostor much and I know I couldn’t love her. I’ve 
been blessed with the perfect one, and I could never 
have imagined anything better. 

SOURCE: J. Cox, “Day Dreams,” Young Exceptional Children, 1(1), 1997, p. 17.


