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The effect on the family of a child with a disability mainly involves per-
ceptions and feelings that are highly subjective and personalized for each 
family member. How a mother responds will most likely differ from the 
response of her father-in-law, and an older sibling will very likely have a 
different point of view. Likewise, exceptionality is frequently interpreted 
differently by different families, even if the type of disability (such as blind-
ness or intellectual disability) is the same. In some families, having a child 
with a disability is perceived as a tragedy; in others, it may be viewed as a 
crisis but one that can be managed; in still others, it is merely one more fac-
tor to be considered in a daily struggle to survive.

Stages of Parental Reaction to Disability
A number of writers in the field describe a stage theory approach when char-
acterizing parental reactions to the diagnosis of a disability (Cook, Klein, & 
Chen, 2016; Friend & Bursuck, 2015; Lerner & Johns, 2015; Zajicek-Farber, 
2013). This popular interpretation suggests that some parents pass through 
a series of reactive stages to the news of their child’s disability. Although no 
two families will respond identically, researchers have identified common 
transformative stages that many families exhibit as they adjust to a member 
with a disability (Cook et al., 2016).

Of course, it is impossible to predict how families, and parents in par-
ticular, will respond to a disability. Most stage theory models are constructed 
around the premise that families experience a grief or mourning cycle 
much like the developmental stages of reaction to the death of a loved one 

(Kubler-Ross, 1969). Some models are more elaborate than others, but most identify 
three distinct stages or phases of parental reaction. The classic work of Gargiulo (1985) 
provides a good example. Before examining this model, we should point out that the 
stage theory approach has been criticized as being unduly negative, overly rigid, and 
lacking in empirical evidence (Blacher, 1984). However, the writings of many parents 
of children with disabilities eloquently and poignantly attest to the validity of this 
approach (Hill-Patterson, 2011).

According to Gargiulo’s (1985) model (see Figure 4.3), parental reaction to a dis-
ability includes three stages and encompasses a wide variety of feelings and reactions. 
This model is a generic one because parents of children with different disabilities fre-
quently experience common feelings and react in similar fashion. Reactions differ more 
in degree than in kind. Gargiulo stresses the uniqueness and variability of the response 
pattern. He also emphasizes flexibility because of each family’s unique situation and 
that feelings and emotions are likely to recur over the family life cycle. The order of 
parental response is not predictable, nor does movement completely depend on suc-
cessful resolution of an earlier feeling. Gargiulo explains,

It should be noted that not all parents follow a sequential pattern of reaction 
according to a predetermined timetable. The stages should be viewed as fluid, 
with parents passing forward and backward as their individual adjustment pro-
cess allows. Some individuals may never progress beyond hurt and anger; others 
may not experience denial; still others accept and adjust rather quickly to their 
child’s abilities and disabilities. Also both parents do not necessarily go through 
these stages together. Each parent will react in his or her own unique way. (p. 21)

Figure 4.3 suggests the diverse emotional pattern that some parents experience. 
The initial response is often one of shock and disbelief; parents are poorly prepared, in 

Parental reaction to the news of a disability 
typically results in a wide range of emotions.
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stage theory: A hypothesized pattern 
of parents’ reaction to the news that 
their child has a disability.
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