Small Steps toward Self-Determination: Learning How to Let Go with Love
Victoria O’Neal
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When Cristen was about 4 or 6 months old, we discovered that she was not listening to us when we would call her name. One morning, I was in the kitchen and Cristen was playing on the floor with her back to me. I got two pan lids and hit them together, and she never moved. One doctor and then two doctors discovered she was indeed deaf. Gary and I were both in a state of disbelief. I had never smoked or drank and always watched what I ate. Of course, we went through the “Why me?” stage. One day I was talking to my mom about it, and she said something that I will never forget, “Honey, God gives those special children to people that he knows will take care of them.”  From that day on I was on a mission to get Cristen everything that she needed to live her life as normally as possible. 
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We had her fitted for her first hearing aid (at that time it was a body aid) and you can guess that the aid spent more time getting repaired than she had it because food and anything she drank went right into the microphone. Cristen also had a condition her pediatrician called eye nystagmus, where the eyes continually shift from left to right. He recommended that we see an eye specialist when she was about 18 months old. He discovered that Cristen also had a low vision problem and should be fitted for glasses. From day one, Cristen never was bothered by wearing her glasses or her hearing aids. She was always very responsible to take care of them, even at an early age. 
Cristen’s audiologist recommended that we enroll her in the Easter Seals program so that we could start learning sign language. The thought, at first, scared me to death. I said to myself, “This is like learning a whole new language,” and I did not know at first if I could do it. That thought soon passed, and I was suddenly buying every book and dictionary on signing that I could find. I took Cristen to the nearby town of Franklin twice a week for the Easter Seals program. Reading to my 2-year-old daughter was quite a task; for every word, I would need to stop, look up the sign, and show it to Cristen. I am sure that she never really got the meaning of the story at first because of this. Soon I decided that, instead of signing every word, we would look at the pictures in the book. I would give Cristen the signs for the things in the pictures, and then tell her the story based on what was happening in the pictures. She then would continually bring me things around the house, and I would look up the signs for them and show her.
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When Cristen was about 3 years old, we started her in a preschool program at Clarion University. Undergraduate students in Speech Therapy, under the direction of Dr. Colleen McAleer, would work with Cristen twice a week. She started to utter some recognizable words, “NO” being the first word soon followed by “Mom” and “DaDa.” That was about the extent and still is the extent of her speech ability. 
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At age 4, Cristen was enrolled at North Clarion Elementary through the Intermediate Unit VI (IU-6). The following year she went to West Forest Elementary in her second hearing impaired class through the IU. Then the following year, she started first grade in a hearing impaired self-contained classroom at Steffee Elementary in the Cranberry School District. She continued at Cranberry through her high school years and was mainstreamed into some classes such as gym, typing, and computer keyboarding. For a majority of the time, she was in the hearing impaired classroom with four other girls who were her age.

[image: image5.jpg]


When Cristen was in about the tenth grade, the state vocational rehabilitation agency for the blind requested that the regional representative from the Helen Keller National Center (HKNC) contact us to discuss transition services. The regional representative came to our home and discussed our daughter’s education. My husband and I learned about the HKNC training program located in Long Island, New York, and we were terrified at the thought of sending our only child to such a far away place. I recall how I initially thought to myself, “No way will I ever send my child to New York!!” The regional representative also shared information with us about a one-week transition program in Richmond, Virginia. My husband and I decided to try that program first. Cristen enjoyed herself, and I think that began her feeling of independence. The following summer between her two years at WPSD, the HKNC regional representative encouraged us to allow Cristen to participate in the two-week summer program at HKNC. We decided, reluctantly, to send her. She missed us a lot, but said that she did have fun. 
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When it was time for Cristen to graduate from Cranberry, the HKNC regional representative attended her last IEP meeting and suggested that we consider having our daughter stay in school for her remaining two years of entitlement so that she could have more time to address unfinished IEP goals that had been identified. As a family we decided to allow Cristen to attend the school for the deaf for two years. So even after she received her first diploma from Cranberry High School we decided not to let her graduate; she went to the Western Pennsylvania School for the Deaf (WPSD) in Pittsburgh and graduated from there two years later with another diploma. I think that she really gained a lot more independence from the school for the deaf as she was only home on weekends. She also gained more self confidence in that she had many friends and more of a social life. After graduation from the school for the deaf, we knew that it would not be fair to Cristen to keep her at home. We realized that if she was ever going to have a chance of living on her own someday, we needed to let her go to HKNC for more comprehensive training. I explained to Cristen that she would always have home to come to, but that she needed this experience. Eighteen months later, Cristen was in her own apartment and living independently thanks to so many caring and supportive professionals. I recall one conversation I had with Cristen while she was at HKNC, living in her own apartment there, when she shared with me that she had taken the public bus on Long Island to a large shopping center all by herself. The thought of her out there by herself scared me to death. I know that had she not gone to HKNC opportunities such as this, for her to mature and be self assured, would never have happened because I would have been too frightened and selfish to ever let her do anything like that. I am so very grateful to all the professionals who worked with Cristen; my husband and I could not be more proud of her than we are right now. 
If I had it all to do over, I don’t know that I would have changed anything except that we may have sent Cristen to the school for the deaf sooner. It was fear of the unknown, and the fact that she would have been so far away that kept us from doing it sooner. However, I am very thankful also, to all of Cristen’s teachers at Cranberry, who also helped me to learn how to effectively communicate with my daughter. I know that if Cristen had started her schooling at the school for the deaf, I would not have been able to communicate with her as well as I do now. Also, she has a great sense of family, since we all spent so much time as a family learning sign language together. 
 
Cristen’s home school district – Forest Area – was very supportive from day one of her education because, I think; they knew that I would settle for nothing less. I attended and contributed to all of her IEP meetings. The school district provided all the adaptive equipment that was necessary for Cristen’s education. They also were responsible for arranging for an extra interpreter in the classroom the two years she attended the school for the deaf. This helped Cristen a lot since, due to her poor visual acuity, she could not see the teacher well enough. 
All in all, we could not be more proud of our daughter. She has worked very hard to get where she is at today. My future hope for Cristen is that she will meet that special person and start a family of her own. I know that she would also make a great mom someday. 
Cristen O’Neal at age 2.





 





Cristen O’Neal at age 12.





Cristen O’Neal as an infant.





Cristen O’Neal at age 16.





Cristen O’Neal at age 5.





Cristen O’Neal at age 3.
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