How to Weather Times of Change

Families experience predictable growth stages as they mature. Theorists have identified as few as 6 and as many as 24 stages in the family life cycle. Often a family can go through several life stages at the same time (e.g., a blended family may have older children from previous marriages who enter adulthood at the same 

time as the new marital partners give birth to an infant).

As the family moves from one stage to the next, it goes though an in-between time called transition. For instance, when an infant becomes a toddler, the cross-over transition allows the family to get ready for new roles and tasks. The transition adjustment period, usually briefer than a stage, often produces high stress 

because of the confusion and conflict that may come with it. 

Stress increases even more when the transition occurs unexpected-ly, is not marked with a customary ritual (e.g., bar mitzvah or wedding), or when supports are not in place for the next stage. In some situations, a particular transition (e.g., move into a separate home) never happens.

During these changes it helps when "new" family roles are fairly well defined (from the family's history or from that of other families). It also helps when families know the transition's timing, such as when kindergarten starts, when the teen years start, and the significance of high school graduation. 

Generally, a family experiences four major life cycle stages in the school years: Birth and early childhood, childhood, adoles-cence, and young adulthood. In each stage, families need to be thinking ahead to the next stage to enhance successful transition. 

No easy feat sometimes when they are trying to "just get through the day."

Birth and early childhood. During this time, the family is in-tensely wrapped up in caring for a child s physical and emotional needs. Two challenges for the family with a child who has a disability are coming to terms with disability and participating in early childhood services. To enhance transition begin preparing the child for separation by leaving the child with others (e.g., baby-sitter, friends) from time to time. 

Childhood. Entry into elementary school marks the start of the childhood stage. Parents work with professionals to develop a vision for their child's future and learn the skills to get their child what they need from the school and community. To enhance transition, parents should have a good overview of school options 

set goals and devise action plans to make those goals materialize. 

Adolescence. The beginning of sexual maturity usually marks the start of adolescence. In this time of rapid physical and psycho-logical change and challenge, youths develop self-identity, adjust to sexual maturation, work toward emotional independence from parents, increase their self-determination, and work toward mature 

relations with peers. To enhance transition, families and adoles-cents need to identify community leisure-time activities, develop 

skills needed for future career and vocational programs, and be-come familiar with future career and living options.

Adulthood. This life stage can be defined many ways. Schools characterize it as age 21 when school eligibility ends (in most states) for students with disabilities. To enhance transition 

Explore new education opportunities. Learn about supported employment and support living options. Get information about guardianship, estate planning, wills, and trusts. 

Information for this fact sheet came from Families, Professionals, and Exceptionality: A Special Partnership, by Ann Turnbull and H. R. Turnbull (1997, Merrill/Prentice Hall). 

For more information on disability and families, contact the Beach Center on Families and Disability, 3111 Haworth, University of Kansas, Lawrence, KS 66045, 785-864-7600, Beach@dole.lsi.ukans.edu. 

See our other fact sheets and research briefs at our Internet site: 

http://www.lsi.ukans.edu/beach/beachhp.htm.1998.

Copyright © 1998 Beach Center on Families and Disability

