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TIPS FOR PARENTS TALKING TO THEIR CHILDREN ABOUT THEIR SIBLING WITH DISABILITIES

It is important for children to receive age-appropriate information about their sibling’s disability. 

· Talk your child at the time of diagnosis (or as early as possible) to help children understand why things are different for their brother or sister.  

· Answer questions as they come up to the best of your ability, in an age-appropriate way. According to SIBS UK, by the age of 7 children may start to ask more questions about their sibling with disabilities.

· Providing an open and honest dialogue will help your child trust that they can ask questions as they arise. However, don't assume that children will always ask questions because siblings often do not want to burden their parents with questions and concerns. 

· Keep children posted as much as possible as things change for their sib with disabilities. They will need more detailed information as they get older.

· You can involve other people and resources in information-sharing. Books and websites may be helpful. Encouraging them to occasionally attend meetings or therapy appointments with their sibling may provide them with helpful insight. Often the professionals (like physical therapists) can give children meaningful information about their siblings’ conditions.

· Be honest if you don't know the answer to questions and help them research answers.  

· Understand that at different stages of life, children will need different information about their siblings' disability. Be sure to keep this an open topic and allow for them to ask questions. 

· Help children develop and practice a short response for curious peers who ask questions about their sibling. Some examples might be “My sister Shirley has Down Syndrome. She is 7 years old and she loves her ballet class” or “My brother Alex has Autism. Sometimes it is hard to understand what he is saying but if you talk to him about Legos, he will be really happy.”

· Help children practice what they will do and say if they see their sibling being bullied. Maybe they will clearly and loudly say “Stop it” or maybe they will tell a trusted adult. It is often hard for siblings to predict their own emotional response to bullying so talking about it in advance is important. 


· Model advocacy skills.  Show how to respond to strangers’ stares or inappropriate comments by modeling it for your child.  You won’t always get it totally right, so be open with them and debrief after different situations to share what you could do differently next time and process your feelings. 
 
· Be honest with your own emotions and how sometimes it can be hard and other times it can be great to navigate life with a person with a disability.  Share ways you handle your feelings and provide a space for your child to open up and talk to you about their emotions.
 
· Ask your child what he or she needs.  Sometimes siblings keep their needs from parents because they don’t want to add anything extra for their parents.  Checking in an asking occasionally can provide a space for them to share.

Helpful articles for parents:

Growing Up Alongside a Sibling With a Disability

5 Ways to Support Siblings in Special Needs Families

Resources for Young Siblings, including reading list: 

SLN Resources for Young Siblings Webpage 
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This resource was developed by the Sibling Leadership Network in partnership with Supporting Illinois Brothers and Sisters with an investment of the Illinois Council on Developmental Disabilities. This project is supported in part by grant number CFDA 93.630 from the U.S. Administration for Community Living, Department of Health and Human Services, Washington, D.C. 20201. Grantees undertaking projects with government sponsorship are encouraged to express freely their findings and conclusions. Points of view or opinions do not, therefore, necessarily represent official ACL policy.
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