
After talking to parent after parent and hearing about where they feel stuck, I created “The
Evolution of a Special Needs Parent”. This is a five-stage framework that identifies common
experiences and action steps for growth in each of the five stages. My invitation to you is
that you use this framework to self-evaluate and assess where you are at in your journey
and use it to inspire your personal development, growth, and reinvention.
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Entirely  focused on intaking the new
language,  new diagnosis
Emotions numb and unfeel ing;
Survival  mode:  f ight ,  f l ight ,  and
freeze
Tunnel  v is ion:  focused on car ing for
your  chi ld,  only  putt ing minimal
effort  in  other  areas of  l i fe .
Receiving lots  of  community  support :
Fr iends and family  ral ly  and makes
lots  of  of fers  to help.
Thinking of  day-to-day needs,  not
spending a lot  of  energy thinking
about  the future.
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Adjust  your  work schedule or  quit
your  job,  rearrange chi ld care and
schedule,  for  l i fe 's  new chal lenges.
Learn,  research,  and f ind your  chi ld
the help they need.
Accept  support  f rom your  family  and
fr iends.   Set  up community  supports
as they are avai lable.
Shif t  f rom the spr int  to  the marathon:
start  to  focus on your  new l i fe  rather
than focus on the newness of  the
diagnosis  or  needs.
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You've stabi l ized and have establ ished
routines and famil iar i ty ,  the newness has
worn off .
Al l  IN for  heal ing your  chi ld,  even at  the
expense of  completely  neglect ing
yoursel f .
" I f ,  then"  thinking.   I f  my chi ld____,  then
______.  I f  your  chi ld walks,  you wi l l  feel
peace.
Control  is  a  major  source of  power,  you
attempt to control  your  environment to
compensate for  the loss of  control .
Quest ion sel f ,  t rust  others  more than
self .

Recognize this  sel f -sacr i f ic ing behavior
and acknowledge that  i t 's  not  sustainable.
Take back a  l i t t le  energy or  t ime for  your
sel f -care,  even i f  you feel  a  l i t t le  lost  or
don't  know what  wi l l  help.
Separate f rom your  old community ,  and
pul l  back f rom relat ionships.  F ind your
new community .
Ref lect  on the disconnect  f rom your
internal  state,  and be open to explor ing
what  you've stuffed to survive.
Notice and acknowledge the internal
chaos.

S t a b i l i z e d ,  Y e t
S e l f - S a c r i f i c i n g
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Feel  real ly  alone,  don't  have the
community  you want  and miss.
People look at  you and think you have i t
al l  together ,  but  inside you are
somebody you don't  recognize.
Constantly  feel  overwhelmed,  don't
know how to manage al l  that  you think
you need to do.  
Exhausted:  You've given i t  a l l ,  yet  you
haven't  been able to get  your  l i fe  back.
You start  to  feel  desperate because you
can't  imagine l iv ing l ike this  forever .
Often cr i t ical  of  sel f  and judge yoursel f
harshly.
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P H A S E  3

Ident i fy ing that  what  is  missing is
effect ive coping ski l ls .
Look for  and f ind help.  Decide you wi l l
do something about  this- -you can't
stay here.
Find your  voice,  shi f t  f rom focusing on
what  the experts  say,  and learn to lean
on your  own wisdom.
Re-balance your  l i fe  and shi f t  f rom
giving 110% to your  chi ld to giving
intent ional ly .
Invest  t ime,  energy,  and sometimes
money to get  support .



Kara Ryska
Coaching

P H A S E  4
YO

U
R E

XPERIENCE: 

ACTIONS FO
R EV

O
L

U
T

IO
N

:

Experience acceptance for  your
chi ld,  their  diagnosis ,  the unresolved
chal lenges,  and yoursel f .
Reinvent  your  identi ty .  Feel
invigorated about  l i fe  again.
A not iceable shi f t  in  your  inner
chaos.  Rather  than feel ing helpless
and hopeless,  you start  to  feel
empowered and conf ident .
Restored relat ionship with yoursel f ,
you br ing yoursel f  k indness and
approach your  l i fe  with cur iosi ty .

Step up and identi fy  as  a  leader  who
leads your  l i fe  and your  family .
Making powerful  requests  and
confident  decis ions.
Consistent ly  pract ices the ski l l  of
processing deep emotions l ike anger ,
gr ief ,  resentment,  and sadness.
Identi fy  and give yoursel f  what  you
need.  
Act ively  cult ivate joy through
intent ional  play.
Ask for  and receive support .
Create an expanded network of
support  for  a l l  areas of  your  l i fe .

T h e  R e s t o r a t i o n
( a k a  C a l m  t h e  C h a o s
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You feel  in  control  of  your  l i fe  l ike
you have the abi l i ty  to  meet  your
needs,  even in very hard
circumstances.
You process deep and powerful
emotions,  continual ly  bui lding the
bel ief  that  you are enough in al l
s i tuat ions.
Embracing that  l i fe  is  joy and sorrow.
You dream,  play,  and feel  ful ly  al ive.
Have a deep and wel l -connected
community .
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P o w e r ,  P e a c e  &
P o s s i b i l i t y

P H A S E  5

Continual ly  evolve through the
stages,  deepening and growing.
Identi fy  areas you don't  feel
empowered and use tools  to shi f t  out
of  the disempowered place.
Serve others :  Use your  gi f t ings and
passions to serve your  family ,
community ,  and beyond.
Constantly  expand capacity ,
especial ly  in  love and vulnerabi l i ty .


