
Background
Community Based Rehabilitation Jamaica (CBRJ) supports 
children with disabilities and their parents, preventing them from 
separating and assisting them in staying together as a family. It 
works across four rural parishes in Jamaica through a range of 
interventions, including supporting parents to campaign for 
themselves and for the rights of their children, as well as providing 
community-based rehabilitation and early childhood education and 
therapeutic centres. CBRJ also encourages inclusive education 
and trains professionals to ensure that children with disabilities 
receive the very specific type of support they need.

Introduction:  
COVID-19 context

The Government of Jamaica announced an initial three-month 
nationwide lockdown in March 2020 in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. However, due to an increase in virus cases, additional 
measures were implemented including the closure of schools and 
centres (including all CBRJ centres). In coordination with the 
Ministry of Health and Wellness, CBRJ has since implemented 
safety measures in its programmes in order to be able to reopen 
when face-to-face interaction has resumed. 

CBRJ was forced to adapt its work in order to continue supporting 
children with disabilities and their families during this difficult time. 
This practitioner guidance paper highlights the adaptations that the 
organisation made and identifies their impact, as well as the 
challenges faced, with the aim of providing a learning resource for 
other practitioners. CBRJ also shares its tips for responding and 
adapting to unexpected situations.

Programme adaptations
Many of the families with whom CBRJ works have seen their 
income affected by the pandemic. Many work in the informal 
sector so have been unable to make a living as restrictions on 
movement have prevented them from leaving the house. Others 
have lost their jobs as companies struggled to survive and pay 
staff. In order to support these families, CBRJ coordinated 
donations in cash and kind which enabled them to deliver care 
packages to families with food and hygiene items. CBRJ was also 
asked by the Jamaica Council for Persons with Disabilities and the 
Ministry of Labour and Social Security to provide a list of the 
families supported by the organisation, in order for these families to 
be assisted through national-level efforts (in practice, however, not 
all families received material support). 

One of the areas of CBRJ’s work most significantly impacted by 
the COVID-19 pandemic was the home-visiting programme. 
Children with moderate to severe disabilities require hands-on 
intervention in order to have the best possible quality of life, so 
CBRJ’s community workers would, prior to the pandemic, visit 
these children and their families regularly, with the frequency 
depending on each individual situation and the level of need. They 
would provide basic physical therapies, intellectual stimulation and 
educational support for the child, as well as pass on basic 
therapeutic skills to parents to enable them to better support their 
children. Not receiving regular therapy can mean that, within a 
month or two, children experience regression in their development. 
For example, children with motor impairments experience more 
contractions in their joints and become less mobile, especially if 
their parents are struggling to carry out the exercises themselves. 

Home visits have always been an important way for CBRJ to 
connect with parents, particularly for those who might be 
struggling with managing their child’s disability. This holistic 
approach to supporting families of children with disabilities is an 
integral part of CBRJ’s programme. CBRJ knows that financial 
issues can often place stress on family relations, which can impact 
on a parent’s well-being and thus their capacity to proactively 
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support their child with a disability. Therefore, community workers 
have provided counselling support alongside practical advice on 
nutrition and referrals to other services, in order to ensure that the 
parents’ emotional needs and the basic needs of the whole family 
have been met, so that, in turn, the child can have the best 
possible quality of life.

Through the pandemic CBRJ knew it was vital to continue 
supporting parents in any way possible. To ensure parents could 
continue providing the necessary support to their children, CBRJ 
has maintained contact through a mixture of telephone calls and 
video sessions. Members of staff have supported parents remotely 
to provide the necessary care and stimulation their children need 
and, in some cases, have dropped off materials for parents to carry 
out activities with their children at home. The CBRJ parent support 
WhatsApp groups that existed before the pandemic have also 
become a major source of support for parents and provide another 
way for CBRJ to stay connected with families, particularly those 
who are isolated in deep rural areas.

Another key aspect of CBRJ’s work is training provision for 
parents. Through training parents are helped to develop skills to 
identify disabilities, to look after their disabled child and to provide 
peer-to-peer support for other parents. This training usually takes 
place in person in three or ten-day workshops, with accompanying 
training manuals. The restrictions brought about by the COVID-19 
pandemic have led CBRJ to offer this training online. This ensures 
that parents can still access essential support and develop skills to 
help improve their quality of life with their child. 

CBRJ also runs developmental clinics, where it conducts 
psychological, educational and medical assessments, and 
establishes individual programmes for children to follow. It also 
works with families to make sure they get the support they need to 
improve the quality of life for their children and help them to reach 
their full potential and achieve independence as far as possible. 
This may involve advocating for social support where necessary. 
These clinics have continued to operate throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic as they provide an essential health care service. CBRJ 
has adapted the way it runs the clinics in order to comply with all 
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health protocols, including maintaining physical distance, wearing 
masks, conducting temperature checks, providing hand sanitisers 
and ensuring the minimal amount of physical contact. The 
maximum number of children who can be assessed in a clinic at 
any time is between five and six, compared to six to ten before 
COVID-19. Children attend at scheduled times in order to adhere 
to the COVID-19 protocols.

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, CBRJ community rehabilitation 
workers would also ensure that a family’s neighbour or friend was 
trained in the support that could be provided to the child with a 
disability. For example, in one case the death of a father meant that 
the mother needed to spend time away from home, making funeral 
arrangements, and there was no family member to care for the 
child in her absence. However, a neighbour who had been trained 
was able to assume the role of caregiver. This again reflects 
CBRJ’s holistic approach to supporting families. By sharing vital 
information and resources with neighbours, there can be a better 
understanding amongst a community of the needs of a family, so 
that support can be provided if needed.

“To all the teachers in this institution 
who take the time out to love and 
protect our children: it takes a whole 
lot out of all of you, so I lift my hat  
to you.”
Parent of a child with disabilities to CBRJ staff

“Thank you for the advice and help. I 
have been doing what you said, and I 
already can see the improvement in 
my child’s behaviour.” 
Parent of a child with disabilities to CBRJ staff



CONTACT DETAILS
Find out more about CBRJ at  
www.familyforeverychild.org/community-based-rehabilitation-jamaica

or contact Sandrea Long-White, Projects Manager
fitzsan@hotmail.com 

Challenges 
• There is an increased risk of abuse of children with 

disabilities, due to increased levels of stress in the home 
caused by the pandemic.

• Some families do not have internet access which is a barrier 
to working with them remotely.

• Not all parents undertake the activities that CBRJ prepares 
for them to do with their children.

• Lack of access to transport means that some parents are 
unable to collect activity packs.

Top tips
 1     It is important to maintain open communication 

with families in order to nurture those relationships. 
Simply providing a listening ear and being on the end  
of the phone for families can have a huge impact. 

 2     The focus of our work may be upon children with 
disabilities, but taking a holistic approach and  
considering the needs of the whole family is vital.  
This helps to ensure that the child has the best  
possible quality of life.

 3    Be innovative in implementing activities or services, 
whatever that means for your organisation.

Impact
• Since March 2020 when national COVID-19 restrictions 

measures were enforced, CBRJ has distributed over 450 food 
packages to families and is maintaining contact with and 
providing other forms of support to over 350 families. 

• During the same time period, over 200 parents and families 
have benefitted from numerous online trainings conducted by 
CBRJ, along with the Ministry of Education, Youth and 
Information, the Early Childhood Commission, the Ministry of 
Health and Wellness, and other agencies. 

• Many parents have expressed appreciation for the 
reassurance and support that CBRJ has been providing 
during this difficult time. Keeping in touch with CBRJ has 
given them an incentive to continue their work. 

• Parents who have continued working with their children are 
making clear progress with their activities and exercises. 

Next steps
Despite the many challenges presented by the pandemic, there 
have also been some opportunities arising from this time, such  
as the potential for CBRJ to work with clients online. This is a way 
of working which will continue to be developed. Furthermore, 
CBRJ is currently developing more training for staff on how to deal 
with specific problems, such as supporting parents and teachers 
to manage challenging behaviours in children with autism. It is also 
developing digital training content for parents to complement 
printed materials; this new digital content will be accessible via  
the CBRJ website, for parents who cannot dedicate time for 
training sessions. 

• For parents who have lost work as a result of the pandemic, 
their focus is on day-to-day survival and not on the specific 
needs of their child with disabilities.

• Providing remote support to families has taken an increased 
toll on staff and their own family lives, as they must often 
take calls from parents at any time of day or night. 

• Ensuring all staff have access to reliable devices and 
connections has placed a financial strain on CBRJ.

• Staff members have found it very challenging to be unable 
to have face-to-face contact with the children and families 
they support or to see their progress.
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“Thank you very much for the care 
package. We really needed it.”
Parent of a child with disabilities to CBRJ staff

http://www.familyforeverychild.org/community-based-rehabilitation-jamaica
mailto:fitzsan%40hotmail.com?subject=

