
Any Man Can Be a Father ... But It Takes Someone Special to Be a Dad
Fatherhood is an increasingly difficult role nowadays. As fathers, we have a cluster of concerns and anxieties that our dads could not have imagined…internet pornography…terrorism…school violence. Today’s father is confronted daily with pleasures and pressures that are unique to this generation of parents.

Dads face a particular challenge when one of the kids has a learning problem. I have often thought that a family of five is akin to five people lying side-by-side on a waterbed…whenever one person moves, everyone feels the ripple. So it is with a family. Whenever one family member has a problem, all members are directly or indirectly affected. When that problem is a learning disability, the waterbed can really get rocking!

In our society, moms and dads have distinct and unique roles and expectations. Mom often plays the role of nurturer and protector. Dad is expected to “fix things.” The leaky faucet. The worn wiper blades. The loose railing. When a child has a learning difficulty, Dad often attempts to “fix it.” These efforts are often fruitless and frustrating. Dad may feel powerless, ineffective and even irrelevant.

Dads also have a tendency to deny the existence of the problem. They are often responsible for the long-term goals and activities of the family. The mortgage. The family finances. Mom tends to deal with the day-to-day issues. As a result, Dad may not have an opportunity to view the cycle of failure and frustration that the child faces every day. Mom is on “the front lines” and tends to recognize the problems and its implications before Dad does. As a father once told me, “I denied Tommy’s problem for years and felt that my wife was overreacting. But I was home sick one day and saw him when he got off the school bus. I never saw that pain and sadness in his eyes before. I realized then that I had to help her to help him.”

Once Dad recognizes that a learning problem exists, he may then experience frustration when he realizes that the situation cannot be solved solely by love and attention. Dad also has a tendency to focus on the needs of the mom and the child while ignoring his own needs and reactions to the situation. I have often conducted “dads-only” seminars and the participants frequently state that they are so involved in being “supporters” that they have never examined their own responses to the child’s difficulties. Communicating with dads who face similar challenges can be very comforting and confirming. It is painful to watch your child struggle and fail. Discussing and exploring that pain can help to eliminate it.

The child needs one thing from Dad…unconditional love. She needs to know that you accept and love her fully and without reservation. She recognizes that her behavior will, at times, be a source of puzzlement and frustration for you, but you must always communicate that your love for her is boundless and inexhaustible. Tell her so. And let your daily interactions with her reflect this. Praise her often and show genuine interest in her activities. Be available to her and take pride in her successes and her small victories. Compare her only to herself and focus upon the positive aspects of her personality and her life.

I have long held the bias that the most powerful and damaging emotion that one human being can inflict on another is disappointment. Consider: Think of a person you know and admire; a person whose opinion and approval are important to you. Would you rather have this person angry at you…or disappointed in you? Most people would prefer anger.

Anger hurts, but disappointment communicates the child’s failure to fulfill your hopes and expectations. Dads of kids with learning disabilities (LD) must be cautious not to express or reflect disappointment in the child. Avoid communicating that the child is a burden. The weight of a dad’s disappointment may be too much for a child to bear.

Dads must also be aware of the reactions of the siblings to the child with LD. Brothers and sisters are often confused about the situation and may resent the extra time and attention that the child with LD receives. Assure the sibling that you love him and that you are proud of his unique accomplishments. Acknowledge that his sister does require extra resources and energy from Mom and Dad. But remind him that this situation is being handled fairly. Although your time is not divided equally between the kids, it is being divided fairly. Equality and fairness are not synonymous. The special challenges faced by the child with LD require the parent to invest extra time and attention in her. That’s fair. 

But, perhaps Dad’s most crucial role is to support Mom through this journey. She may have the need to discuss the child’s problems with you frequently. Listen. She is not necessarily asking you to solve the problem. Merely talking about the situation may make her feel better. Reinforce her. Commend her efforts. Comfort her. Be there.

I’m a dad and I have worked with countless dads through the years. This experience has taught me the two most important lessons of fatherhood:

1. Always remember…she is their mommy, not yours! 

and

The most important thing that a father can do for his children is to love their mother.
