FETAL ALCQHOU -EF

I DIDN'T KNOW... ssvecceivasnem i, cooen

Sidney, my fifieen-year- old daughter, has Fata] Alcohol
Syndrome because | drank zlcchol heavily when [ was pregnant
with her. It doesn't seem to make much differance that I didn't
know the alcchol [ was drinking could harm her; that my doctor
suggested an occasional cockiail might be good for me: that [ had
the “disease” of alcoholism and wasn’t “reSponsible” for my
behavior. My feslings of guilt, shame and grief have sull been
overwnelming.

Sidney was born two- and-a-half months early and weighed
w0 pounds, eight ounces. She spent s::ve'.d weeks in an
intensive cars premie nursery. Her medical records included
resulls of brain scans, a mx.iu:'.:de of t2sts, proceduras and

comments about my visits and phone czlls to the r.u:sery. Taers
was 1o menuon of my dn.'xk.“.: habits. Who would have asked a
middle class professional woman who appearsc i e succsss-
fully moving through the worid, co'r‘bm.ng mctherfiocd and a
career as a Girl Scout Executive, if she had a drinking probiem?

When SLdney was four years old, I was uosm"1I fzad with
cirrhosis of the liver. A year iater I was waated for aleohoiism
and have dbeen abstinent since zeatment.When I first heard cbout
{2l alechol svndrome, a colg, sick fezling lodged in the pitof
my stomach. Sidney was six vears oid. Eowever, [ was able 10
cenvince myse If that Sicnev's small size, her immaturity (she

was held back 10 do a second year in kindergarizn), b u:*’uc\_;-
lies with memory and h ier exgamaiy short aliention sp :1n w
dus 1o her prematunity...” she must be siow catching up”..and '"Le

ress of ner dad’s :md my divorcs.

When Sidney started the saventh grade, a teacher frien
Suggcs:c_ sie be testad for learning disabilities because of har
ups ané cowas in school. Despite her ematic prograss and
difficuities in school, she was cenied testing becsuse, “she
two vears behind in her class-wark”. My quest for tssung lec us
10 the Preznancy and Hezlth Stedy Clinic at the University of
Washington and Dr. Sterling Clarren at Children’s Hospital and
Medical Caater, where she was diagnosed as Fetal Alcohol
Syndrome. My response 1o the diagnosis was herrer. Sidney’s
response was, “what a relisf™.

That was (wo years 2go. [ told anyone who would listen
that she was misdiagnosed. “She doesn't even look like an FAS
kid...she is on the honor roll in school...she can play the pianot”
At the same ume [ was reading everything I could find about
FAS and trying to parent “as i she had the probiem. Sidney’s
tesis at the University of Washington revealed her specific
learning disabilities. Tests in hand, [ went to her school coun-
selor who has beeq very concemed and helpful, carciully

scheduling her classes with teachers most appropriate for her
leaming styles. He also indicaied that ner diaghosis of FAS
would guarantee more in-depth help, should that become neces-
sary. The diagnosis also means we, as a family, have been abls
to help Sidney because we understand now what she can and
cannot do. [ have been able o temper my expeciations, which
previously had been cither 00 high or too low, depending on
each conflicting report from her teachers.. [ am sure Sidney's
many suc::sses in junior h'_.,h schoaol have been the direc: resuit
of our family womng hard with the school and now, ﬁnaﬂy
acceptng, coming to grips with. and coping with the rezlites of
her Faual Alcohol Syndrome. [ think I began o wuly accept her
diagnesis about six months age. Of course, with that accepuance
came the necassity to deal with the shame, guilr, grief and pain
that acceprance brought to the surface.

Since I accepied my alcohelism ia 1980, a larzs part of my
recovery has bean focused on working through the shame, guilt,
grief ard pain that the aczegtance that T am an alcsholic”
brought. A big par: of working through these feelin
occurred through sharing my swory with others and with rsaching
out © help cthers whenever [ could. [ returned to schecl,
obtained a Masiers in Counseling degres with a special emphasic

on working with chemicaliy dependant incdivideals, Tor seven
vears | have been lucky to be working as a counsaicr ang
therapist for people impaired by alcoholism, drug addicuon 5-

25 has

nenl iiiness. For thres and a haif vears I have bean the {on,
counselor a: an in-patient drug and aicohol trzatment cenier 2
oman.

In my search for services for children with FAS znc Lheir

f"_".‘iilh..s [ discovera Lh..L vary iitde was availabie. Conse-
vently, I opened a privae pracice in October, 1990 so [ could

i:: sin tc be of service to other mothers who heve FAS chiidrer.
Hooe to be able 10 share my siory and recovery with others: 10
work with FAS famiiies 10 heip them cope with the grizf, with
parentng issues, with advocacy in the schools and agencies. [
have discoversd that both naierai and adopuve parents share
many of the same issues and hope to assist in forming suppeit
groups for these parents.

[ am willing and ready to speak. provide an inservice,
workshop or training to any agency or group that weuld like W0
l2am more cbout FAS/FAE.

Merceil Vadheim is a therapist in private practice and hCsan
office located ar 1029 Marke Sireet, Suite C2, Kirkland, WA,
98033. Her phone number is (206) 827-1773.
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