DUFFY: Raising kids is a full time job, and even the best parents sometimes need a break from their children. If you have young ones at home, you can probably relate to parents who consider paying a babysitter not only for the rare movie or dinner out, but maybe just to run errands and shop for groceries in peace. But for adults who care for foster children, or who adopt kids with special needs, finding a babysitter can be tough. Dela Marie Marshall says when she adopted five-year-old Giovanni and three-year-old Ronnell, she couldn’t just leave them with anybody, like a neighborhood teenager…

MARSHALL: The oldest one, Ii mean he was a handful. I mean, if you wanted to see Rosemary’s Baby, oh yeah, that was definitely the demon seed, Ii mean you know, you don’t want to label your kids but you know that they got issues. Initially he would lash out and become angry over stuff that you’d be like, get a life, I mean, come on. Or you know with a tantrum, over something that you would be like, this is normal? I mean, no child should be this upset.

DUFFY: To address that concern, many counties and adoption agencies provide respite care to foster parents and parents who adopt children with special needs. Carrie Dennis coordinates respite care for Northeast Ohio Adoption Services in Warren, and says respite care is critical for the well being of these families…

DENNIS: The main goal is to be able to prevent abuse and/or neglect. A lot of time, when parents adopt, they’re adopting a special needs child, which means that they are kind of an older age, and may have sever problems, or they’ve been severely abused, emotionally, physically, and then they have some behavioral problems as well. So we’re wanting to provide the respite for them so that they will not be put into a position where they’re so frustrated and angry that they end up redoing it to this child again.

DUFFY: Summit County Children’s Services has a respite center that offers short term, out of home care for foster children….

(nat sound of Hayden describing respite center) 

Julie Hayden is the Director of Youth Services for Summit County. She says the center is staffed by two child development and day care specialists, and is absolutely free for foster parents…

HAYDEN: There’s no charge for the foster parents. There’s no limit on how often they can use the center. They may be having a tough time or a family emergency and may need to be able to use the center more often. They may have children how have been, who are currently in a childcare situation while the foster parent works and got kicked out of that center because their behavior was such. We can take them at the respite center 

DUFFY: Hayden agrees that many children in foster care require more attention than the typical babysitter or even daycare center can provide…

HAYDEN: Children who have been victims of abuse and neglect have several issues that interfere with their ability to act “normal.” They may have been hurt, physically hurt or sexually hurt, in which case you often may see fear of strangers, anxiety around different caregivers, an inability to bond or interact emotionally with other folks. You might also find children who have been hurt or neglected who on the opposite end of the extreme, act out. Throw tantrums, hyperactivity, attention deficit, that interfere with the ability, interfere with maybe your basic teenage babysitter’s ability to take care of them. 

DUFFY: Last year, Summit County’s respite center provided over ten thousand hours of care to more than three thousand kids. The county can also help coordinate over night stays within their network of foster care parents. 

Many adoption agencies provide similar respite care for parents with special need children. N-O-A-S has teamed up with Kent State University to provide a respite program one Saturday a month during the school year, and two overnight stays. Carrie Dennis says it’s put together by the students…

DENNIS:  Kent State students who volunteer on a monthly basis to plan and manage the Saturdays and then there’s one overnight so there’s eight Saturdays and then two overnights for each semester. The main goal of what they’re doings it planning and building activities around team building. 

DUFFY: Marshall sends both of her adopted sons, now 13 and 11 to the program at Kent State. The cost is 61 dollars a day and more for the overnights, but scholarships are available for those who can’t afford it…

MARSHALL: Some days I would just drop them off and go back home and go to sleep. Cause it was just nice to know that I could sleep without the interruptions or having to keep an ear open trying to figure out what one of them was doing. Other times it was just nice to be able to go shopping and not have the kids trailing behind me. 

DUFFY: Marshall says the stress of being a single mom to boys who are such a handful is often overwhelming, and she credits the respite care program with keeping her family together…

MARSHALL: Respite care was a resource that you knew was there, you took advantage of it as you needed it, and in taking advantage of the respite care, it also allowed you decompression time. I think that if I had continued to just constantly go full throttle, with a full time job, behind both the boys and their activities and their issues, and not having a place where I could safely put them, drive off the lot, sometimes I’d be burning rubber to get out of the parking lot, so were other parents, you know, we’d all be like, “I can’t talk, let’s get out of the parking lot so we can get away from these kids.” I believe that if I didn’t have those resources, you know, like respite, we would not have been able to stay intact as a family.

DUFFY: Marshall says another benefit of respite care is that her sons get to socialize with other children who are adopted…

MARSHALL: It also exposes them to other kids who are adopted, and they like that. ‘Cause it’s ok to be adopted and you’re with people who are adopted so you don’t feel like you have to explain your family situation of why you don’t have a dad in your home, or you know, when you hear them refer to “mom” you know they may be talking about their birthmother, or they could be talking about their foster mom, you know there’s a lot of different language codes these kids have. So, it’s kinda nice to be somewhere where no one’s going to say, “What do you mean when you say you have two moms?” Or “What do you mean when you say you have a dad but then you say you don’t have a dad?”

DUFFY: Whether it’s a monthly respite day like that offered through Kent State, or daycare like that offered by Summit County, or a coordinated network of foster parents willing to trade days, Dennis says more foster and adoptive parents should make use of respite care, to avoid disruptions. She says many parents try to play super-hero and don’t ask for a break until things have already reached a crisis…

DENNIS: A lot of time they wait until the very end where they’re frustrated and overwhelmed with the difficult situations that they’re in. So if they would’ve just called me two months prior, we could’ve saved, maybe, the disruption, or the two months of grief they’ve been in.

DUFFY: Dennis says just like other parents who use babysitters to take a break from their kids, foster parents and adoption parents should not be embarrassed to admit, they need one to. I’m Vincent Duffy…89-7…WKSU.

