Hope for Tomorrow
Waupaca County Family Oversees Isolation Caused by Child’s Difficult Beliavior

(This article first appeared in the Waupaca County Post and New London Press Siar in October,
2003; and later in the Family Ties Summer 2004 Newsleiter)

At first glance, you would never guess that 11-year-old Jessica struggles with any
disorder. With flowing blond hair and an excited giggle, she appears as happy as any young girl
her age. While Jessica looks healthy on the outside, she is hurting on the inside: She has
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and an Autism Spectrum Disorder. The truth
is, these disorders greatly affect Jessica’s behavior. Jessica, like other children with emotional,
behavioral or mental disorders, has a hard time controlling her behavior.

“When you see Jessica kicking, hitting, throwing herself violently on the floor and
screaming obscenities, you are seeing symptoms of her disorders,” says her mother, Tina
Swinford. Swinford also adds that these behaviors are very challenging, at times embarrassing
and often misunderstood. Many people, including friends and family view these outbursts as
signs of an “undisciplined, spoiled rotten, and disrespectful child.”

One incident occurred when Jessica and her family went shopping. Swinford states,
“While standing in line to check out, Jessica became frustrated with the long wait. She began
screaming at me to hurry up, hit me and then threw herself to the floor. She was hitting her head,
kicking and swearing out of frustration.” Swinford overheard comments from others in line,
such as, “If that was my child they would never get away with that,” and, “My child knows
better than to act like that.” Recalls Swinford, “I tried to ignore Jessica’s outburst for fear she
would accidentally lash out at me but hurt someone else standing in line. T was also very
embarrassed. I didn’t want to draw more attention to us.”

This type of behavior has drawn other strong, hurtful reactions. Swinford relates that one
family member responded to an incident in front of Jessica saying, “Wild animals behave better
than that. Now you know why some mothers in the wild eat their young.”

“These comments left me frustrated, angry, hurt, and feeling very alone,” said Swinford.
Soon, she and her husband limited their contact with family and friends. They refrained from

taking Jessica to the store and even reduced the frequency of family outings to avoid further
judgment from others.

“The sense of isolation can be overwhelming,” says Hugh Davis, Executive Director of
Wisconsin Family Ties, a non-profit organization dedicated to serving families that include
children with emotional, behavioral or mental disorders. “Despite having family nearby, living
in close-knit neighborhoods and seeing coworkers on a daily basis, many of these families feel
tremendously alone.”

In fact, Jessica and her family are not alone; the state of Wisconsin estimates there may
be as many as 508 children in Waupaca County with emotional or behavioral disorders resulting

in “extreme impairment” of daily functioning. Nationally, it is estimated that 2/3 of children
with such illnesses are not getting the help they need.






