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Executive Summary 

1. Background  

Parents who have disabilities have to contend with their own particular parenting difficulties in 

addition to those faced by many other parents. Those with physical disabilities mainly need physical 

assistance caring for their children, while those with a mental disability have to cope with its impact 

on their parenting ability and the constant fear that social services will take their children away from 

them. Parents with disabilities also have difficulties of their own due to their disability (medical 

procedures, hospitalizations, etc.) and these difficulties are compounded by the stigma that society 

attaches to people with disabilities, which quite often affects and embarrasses their children as well. 

The social services in Israel do not provide sufficient support to these parents in coping with multiple 

problems.  As a result, these parents are left to deal with these challenges on their own. 

The Adler Institute Support Program 

In 2012, in order to address the severe lack of assistance for parents with disabilities, the Adler Institute 

began a pilot program that provides parents with support through parent counselors – professionals 

specializing in parenting who are experienced parents themselves – from the Institute.  

 

The Adler Institute's program is one of a range of support services for parents with disabilities initiated 

by Israel Unlimited – a partnership of JDC-Israel, government ministries, and the Ruderman Family 

Foundation for the planning and development of services for people with disabilities to enhance their 

independence and integration into the community.  

 

The goal of the program is to provide information, tools and assistance to parents with disabilities in 

order to improve their functioning as parents. 

The parent counselors in the support program met with the parents about once every two weeks. The 

meetings were usually held in the family home and were attended by one or both parents and 

sometimes the children as well. The counselors discussed matters of concern to the parents and offered 

advice, support and counseling. The counselors drew on their professional experience and knowledge, 

but gave informal and friendly support rather than taking a more distant and didactic approach as 

usually adopted in parental guidance. 

 

During the first two years of the program, from October 2012 to August 2014, there were two rounds 

of the program, each lasting 6-8 months. Altogether, 36 families participated in the two rounds.  

The Evaluation Study  

The study was initiated by Israel Unlimited to examine the implementation and outcomes of the 

program in order to help policymakers develop this and similar programs. The study examined the first 

two years of the program and addressed the participating families and the counselors, the nature of the 

support provided and the issues discussed. It also examined the parents' satisfaction with the program 

and its contribution to their parenting abilities, as well as its impact on the counselors and their 

perception of parents with disabilities. 
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2. Study Method 

The following tools were used to collect data from the parents and counselors: 

1. Telephone questionnaire for parents – interviews with 24 parents (one parent in each of 24 

families, out of the 36 families receiving support) 

2. Internet questionnaire for the counselors – completed by 23 of the 38 counselors 

3. In-depth interviews with counselors (7) 

4. In-depth interviews with parents (3) 

5. Interview with the program director. 

The internet questionnaires and the telephone interviews with parents took place from June through 

August 2014. The in-depth interviews with the parents were conducted between mid-2013 and the end 

of 2014.  
 

Due to the small number of respondents, the data in the report are numerical and not percentages. 

3. Main Findings 

The Parent Counselors 

As the first step towards implementing the program, the Adler Institute sent an e-mail to all the 

counselors who had been trained by the Institute, inviting them to volunteer for a support program for 

parents with disabilities and to participate in a training day. The appeal to counselors to volunteer for 

this program is in keeping with the Institute's philosophy and practice of contributing to the 

community.  
 

The counselors were recruited in two rounds: 17 in the first round and 21 in the second round. 
 

Counselors who volunteered with two families were asked to report on their most recent case. 
 

Personal Characteristics 

Of the 23 counselors who participated in the study: 

 Gender: Women (21); Men (2) 

 Age: Median age: 50; Age range: 35-75 

 Family Status: All the women (21) and one of the two men were married. All had children. 

 Education: College degree (18)  

 Area of professional work: Parental guidance only (7); Parental guidance and other work (7); 

Other work only (5); Not working (4). 



iii 

Training and Counseling 

 Before the counselors began volunteering, they underwent a training day including lectures on 

parenting with disabilities and services for people with disabilities and a meeting between the 

volunteers and parents with disabilities. 

 The counselors participated in group supervision with an instructor from the Adler Institute, 

usually once every 4-6 weeks, and they consulted with her by telephone when necessary. 

 20 of the 23 counselors reported that the professional supervision was suitable for their needs as 

volunteers in the project. 

 The main contribution of the supervision as reported by the counselors: 

o It gave them encouragement and support. 

o The sharing and consulting with the group made for greater depth and understanding. 

o It put things in perspective, particularly regarding the limits of their ability to bring about 

change in the family.  

The Parents 

Of the 24 parents interviewed in the study: 

 Gender: Women (20); Men (4) 

 Age – Median age: 38; Age range: 34-54 

 Family status: Married (14); Divorced or separated (8); Single (2) 

 Education: College degree (8) 

 Employment: Full-time (1); Part-time (14); Not employed (9) 

 Common disabilities: Psychiatric (11); Physical (10); More than one disability (6) 

 Children: 

o Families with 1-2 children (19); 3 or more children (5) 

o Most of the children under age 12 

o Families with children with special needs (7) 

 Regular assistance in caring for the children: Most parents (16) received assistance.  Usually 

assistance was provided by a paid helper (12) or by their own parents (9). 

 Unmet needs: 

o Need for financial security (20); Information on rights and services (16); Recreational and 

fun activities for the whole family (16); Opportunity to speak with other parents with 

disabilities (16); Assistance with childcare (16). 
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The Support Program 

Enrollment of Parents 

 The program was advertised through various services and there was a high response rate, 

apparently due to the Adler Institute's reputation in the field of parenting and family counseling. 

 Most of the parents (15) reported that they had joined the program to cope better as parents. A 

few (6) specifically mentioned the need for assistance as parents with disabilities.  

Intake 

 The parents who asked to join were invited to an intake with one of the Institute's family 

counselors. The counselor's opinion was sent to the director of the Institute's clinic who 

determined which parents would participate in the project.  Only one out of 20 families that 

applied for the first round of the program was rejected, due to particularly serious problems of 

violence. 

 Some of the counselors had the impression that a few of the families admitted to the program 

were not suited for it – e.g., a family with violent relationships and a family that joined the 

program to "cover themselves" because the parents were afraid that social services would take 

their children away. 

 The families and the counselors were matched by geographical proximity to make it easier for 

the counselors and save them traveling time and expenses. 

Goal of the Support and Relationship 

The counselors deliberated over the nature of the support: Should the relationship be professional – 

the usual practice in the Institute's parental guidance programs – or friendly? Should they be giving 

parental guidance or support? What were the differences (or similarities) between their role as 

supporters and the role as family counselors for which they were trained? Most of the counselors 

agreed that this was a new role that combined what they considered to be conflicting aspects – the use 

of professional knowledge and tools alongside an informal relationship that took place mainly in the 

families' homes. As the director of the program said: "We come to them as professionals, but do not 

wear our professional hat." 

The Meetings 

 Participants: 

o In the 14 married couples participating in the program both parents were given the 

opportunity of receiving support, but chose different patterns: 

- In 10 families, both parents participated regularly. 

- In 2 families, the father participated occasionally. 

- In 2 families, only the mother participated.  

o The 10 single mothers received support on their own. 

o Other people, such as the parents' caregiver, one of the children or a grandparent, regularly 

joined some of the families. 
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 Frequency: In most cases, the counselors met with the families once a week during the first month 

and gradually reduced the frequency to two or three times a month. 

o 20 of the counselors noted that the frequency was suitable. The other three noted that there 

were periods when it was suitable and periods when it was not (but did not give their reasons). 

Among the parents, 17 noted that it was suitable, while seven would have liked more 

meetings. 

o Most of the counselors (15) were also in phone contact with the families between the 

meetings. 

 Location of meetings: Most of the counselors (20) met with the parents in their homes, although 

some of them reported in the open interviews that this was uncomfortable for them and they felt 

intrusive  

 Duration of the support: It was decided in advance that the support would be provided for 6-8 

months. In exceptional cases, the parents continued to receive support in the next round. Six of 

the 36 families in the first two rounds continued into the next (one of them continued into a third).  

Contents of the Sessions 

 The most commonly discussed topics were: conduct with children (24), relationships within the 

family (22), relationship with the extended family (17), the effect of the disability on the family 

(16) and the way that the parents present their disability to the children (16). 

 Many of the parents reported that talking about almost every topic had been helpful. 

 The parents considered discussion of conduct with the children and relationships within the 

family to be particularly useful (96% and 91%, respectively). 

 The usefulness of discussion of topics that were more specifically related to the disability (effect 

of the disability and the way it is presented to the children) was less highly rated (75% and 81%, 

respectively).  

Satisfaction with the Program and its Contribution to the Parents 

Satisfaction 

 19 of the parents were very satisfied with the support, 4 were satisfied; only one mother reported 

that she was not very satisfied. 

 The parents reported a very high rate of satisfaction with the counselors in all the aspects they 

were asked about. 

 The aspects that were most often noted (in an open question) were: 1. Wholehearted giving; 2. 

Knowledge and professionalism; 3. Useful advice; 4. Pleasant demeanor; 5. Respect and 

tolerance; and 6. Non-patronizing. 

Dissatisfaction  

 5 parents noted a lack of perseverance on the part of their counselor.  

 3 parents noted that their counselor was unsuccessful in finding a solution to their problems. 
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Parents' Suggestions  

The parents made the following suggestions to improve the program: 

 Advertise the program so that other parents with disabilities can take advantage of it 

 Increase the number of meetings 

 Involve the children more in the meetings. 

Changes Made by the Parents Following the Program 

 A high percentage of the parents reported improvement in various aspects of parenting since the 

program began. Many (20-22) reported improved ability to understand their children's needs, to 

explain things to them patiently, to learn new ways of dealing with them, and to prevent their 

children from behaving badly.  

Satisfaction with the Program and its Contribution to the Counselors 

Satisfaction 

 11 counselors were satisfied that they had volunteered for the program; 12 were very satisfied. 

 The counselors were particularly satisfied with the appreciation from the parents and with the 

relationship with the families. 

Contribution to the Counselors 

 The aspects with which the counselors most frequently noted satisfaction (in an open question) 

were the act of providing assistance and the strong feeling that they had improved their skills as 

parenting counselors. 

 Most of the counselors (16) responded that the volunteer work had affected their perception of 

people with disabilities. The impacts most frequently noted (in an open question) were: 

o Appreciation of the ability of people with disabilities to cope 

o Reduced sense of fear and alienation from people with disabilities 

o Increased understanding of how people with disabilities cope. 

Counselors' Suggestions for Improving the Program 

 Examine whether the families are suitable for the program and give information about them to 

the counselors 

 Demand greater commitment from the families, e.g., by charging a nominal fee for the program 

 Provide the counselors with greater information about disabilities, services and rights 

 Give more intensive supervision to the counselors, particularly at the beginning 

 Follow up with the families after the program has ended to check if they need further counseling. 
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4. Conclusions and Discussion 

1. There was a high response rate for the program among parents, apparently due to: 1. Extensive 

advertising; 2. The Adler Institute's reputation as a specialist in family counseling; 3. The fact 

that the program is a normative service. 

2. The parents' satisfaction with the program was impressive. They were very pleased with the 

relationship with their counselors and with the assistance they received from them. They 

particularly appreciated the counselors' "wholehearted giving," professionalism and useful 

advice, and the fact that the counselors were not patronizing. 

3. After deliberations among the program directors and counselors, it was agreed that the support 

would be different from the usual parental counseling at the Adler Institute. The professional 

knowledge and experience of the counselors was helpful but the relationship was not to be 

"professional," distant and/or didactic. Rather it was supportive, informal and friendly. Feedback 

from the parents indicates that this was suitable for their needs. 

4. The counselors were satisfied with the supervision they were given, but expressed the need for 

more supervision and training about disabilities as well as the rights and services for people with 

disabilities. 

5. Most of the topics of concern to the parents and the counselors were those that concern all parents, 

even without disabilities, and in most cases the proposed and accepted ways of coping were 

similar to those appropriate for other parents. However, some of the parents' needs were specific 

to parents with disabilities, such as presenting the disability to their children and others around 

them. Some difficulties were exacerbated by the disability, e.g., difficulty in setting limits. The 

parents benefited greatly from the assistance of the counselors in non-specific areas, but less in 

specific ones. There is evidently a need for further training of the counselors, particularly in ways 

of dealing with parents with disabilities. 

6. There are distinct advantages of working with the Adler Institute: its reputation as a normative 

service specializing in family counseling; the pool of counselors from which to recruit volunteers; 

the organizational culture and philosophy of encouraging volunteerism; and the professionals 

who can coordinate the program, screen participants and train and supervise the volunteers. 

7.  The needs of the families were well balanced with those of the volunteers. The families lived in 

the same area as the volunteers; the meetings were held about once every two weeks; the duration 

of the program was fixed in advance at 6-8 months, with the possibility of extension in special 

cases. The volunteers received regular peer-group supervision and phone consultation when 

needed. All these factors helped the volunteers to cope with the challenges, protected them from 

burnout, and gave them a positive volunteering experience. 

8. Some of the families needed more intensive support or needed a longer time in the program. A 

few received a second round of support, and one family received a third. Thought should be given 

as to further work with these families, perhaps through a program not based on volunteers. 

9. The program affected the counselors' perceptions of parents with disabilities: Their recognition 

of the parents' ability to cope and the similarity between them and other parents increased, as did 
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their understanding of their specific difficulties. Their apprehensions and uneasiness about people 

with disabilities decreased. 

The main success indicators of the program were the parents' satisfaction, an improvement in their 

parenting abilities, and the dispelling of preconceived ideas among the counselors. The study findings 

have been presented to the program steering committee. The committee has discussed learning from 

the success of the program for additional support programs for parents with disabilities. The committee 

also discussed aspects of the program in need of improvement, such as expanding the training for 

counselors on the subject of rights for people with disabilities and services for families with more 

complex needs. Following this program's success – in which support was provided by volunteer 

counselors – a proposal for a program of support provided by volunteer parents with disabilities who 

have themselves participated in the program, and in which the parents would receive training and 

supervision from the Adler Institute is currently under discussion. There are also plans for a similar 

program for the ultra-Orthodox community to be implemented by an ultra-Orthodox institute for 

parental guidance. 
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