
A Word from the Executive Director

I am excited to introduce myself as the new 

executive director of NACAC. With twenty 

years of experience as a social worker, I have 

seen firsthand how a supportive and inclusive 
environment can make a difference in the lives 
of children and families. NACAC has been a big 

part of my development as a social worker and a 

mother. 

As an adoptive mother, I understand the 

importance of creating a supportive and inclusive 

environment for everyone. My parents’ journey 

to this country taught me the importance of 

hard work, determination, and transformational 

leadership. I believe that by embracing our 

differences and working together, we can achieve 
great things.

As we enter the month of April and shine a light 

on Child Abuse Prevention Month, NACAC remains 

firm in our commitment to prevent child abuse 
and provide support to vulnerable children and 

families in need. I am proud to be a member of 

the NACAC family, striving to make a positive 

impact and empower children and families to 

reach their fullest potential.

 

Ligia N. Cushman 

Executive Director
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Di�cult Conversations: Why and How to Have Them

By Kim Stevens, NACAC’s former project manager

This article was developed for the Center for Adoption Support and Education and is part of C.A.S.E.’s 

educational resources at www.adoptionsupport.org. For permission to reprint this article, please contact 

caseadopt@adoptionsupport.org.

“I’ll tell you when you’re older.” 

“He doesn’t need to know that.” 

“She’ll never understand!” 

“That’s too hard/sad/scary/grown-up/

etc. to talk about with a child!”

These are all excuses adults give themselves 

to avoid talking truthfully with children in foster 

care, kinship care, and adoptive families about 

their lives and experiences, both past and 

present. Telling a child or youth that they can’t 

grow up where and with whom they want can 

feel overwhelming. Answering hard questions or 

sharing realities about a child’s past experiences 

can feel devastating. But adults need to 

recognize it is their discomfort they are ultimately 

responding to and not the child’s needs.

With thoughtful preparation and attention to the 

developmental level of the child, it is possible to 

honor every child’s right to know who they are, 

where they come from, what decisions are being 

made for them, and what the potential impact of 

their past has on their future.

When children and youth sense that they are 

being shielded from hard truths, it can:

 ● Reduce their sense of trust in the adult

 ● Increase their confusion about what happened, 
why it happened, and when it happened

 ● Increase their sense of responsibility or shame 
about their foster care or adoption story

 ● Prevent them from embracing a new 
placement or other case-level choice

 ● Contribute to negative outcomes in the 
future, as they try to understand themselves 
within the context of their first family

As adults, both professionals and caregivers 

often need help to know how to have difÏcult 
conversations—when and where to have them, 

what language to use, and how to support the 

child or youth in integrating all the pieces of their 

history.

Some quick tips:

 ● Answer the question asked, not the one you 
think is being asked. Do ask for clarification. 
A classic example of how parents can go 
down a rabbit hole is in answering the 
5-year-old’s question, “How did that baby 
get in momma’s belly and how is it going 
to get out?” The child is not asking for a 
sex education lesson. A simple answer is 
what they seek—“A special hug makes the 
baby start growing in momma and when 
the baby is ready, the doctor or midwife 
will help the baby come into the world.” 

 ● Avoid comments like, “when you’re older,” 
“it’s not for children to think about,” “I’m 
not allowed to share that,” or any other 
dismissive response. Share what you can, 
considering what the child can understand. 
Above all, make sure the child knows that 
you are acknowledging their right to have 
answers. Even saying, “I don’t know how to 
explain that to you right now, but I promise 
I’m going to figure it out,” is often enough 
to validate the child’s feelings and needs.

 ● Follow the lead of the child or youth, 
go at their pace adding more depth 
as the child grows and develops.

mailto:caseadopt%40adoptionsupport.org?subject=
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ADOPTION AND FOSTER CARE

"NACAC trainings, both for

professionals and families, have

proven to be practical, engaging, and

filled with strategies that work! The fun

and hope-filled trainings encourage

attendees to think in new ways about

the challenges that they face when

supporting the kids who need us

most." 

 

—state director of adoption

 

NACAC works with public and 

private agencies, associations, 

parent groups, and others to 

create customized training for 

parents, professionals, and 

group leaders presented by experts in adoption and foster care.  

Whatever your budget, we can work with you to create multi-day 

conferences, webinar series, one-day events, virtual or in-person 

workshops, and much more for parents or professionals. 

TRAINING 
DESIGNED JUST FOR YOU!

651-644-3036   •   970 Raymond Avenue, Suite 205 St. Paul, MN 55114   •   nacac.org/get-training   •   training@nacac.org
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Trauma responsive strategies

Fetal alcohol spectrum disorders

Understanding the impact of trauma on children

Attachment and bonding

Adolescent brain development

Adoption competency for support staff and group leaders

Recruiting families 

Permanency work with older youth

Openness in adoption across a continuum/birth family 

connections

Support Networks
Parent leadership development

Starting, maintaining, and enhancing parent or

youth support groups

Youth leadership development

Creating effective online support networks

Advocacy 

Adoption Assistance/Subsidy

NACAC's trainers 

have diverse 

expertise in foster 

care and adoption 

and are available 

for consulting as 

well as coaching.

Adoption and Foster Care Best Practices 

Check out the NACAC

annual conference and

our one-day conferences

and webinars too!

Race and Equity

Transracial parenting

The impact of race and racism on children in care

Supporting LGBTQ+ children and youth

Supporting LGBTQ+ foster and adoptive parents

n a c a c . o r g / g e t - t r a i n i n g

TOPICS INCLUDE (BUT ARE
NOT LIMITED TO):

651-644-3036   •   970 Raymond Avenue, Suite 205 St. Paul, MN 55114   •   nacac.org/get-training   •   training@nacac.org

Looking for
more great,
affordable
training? 

nacac.org/conference

Learn more!
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 ● Do not change the words children use 
to tell their story or ask questions—
correcting the language can often 
shut down the conversation.

Five Principles for Having Hard 
Conversations

The two primary factors in healing from trauma 

are making meaning of what happened and doing 

so in the context of relationships (Judith Herman, 

Trauma and Recovery, 1992). This understanding 

is consistent for adults and children and has not 

changed over time. 

Children and youth are never responsible for 

adults’ actions, yet they often carry a burden of 

guilt and shame. It can be about what happened 

to them or their separation from their first 
families, or why they can’t go home or be placed 

where they want. Your responsibility is to help 

them understand.

There are five components to doing this 
successfully:

 ● Create a safe space

 ● Be truthful

 ● Attend to developmental stage, 
language, and culture

 ● Validate and afÏrm 

 ● Provide support

Creating a safe space to communicate is 

essential. Be mindful of triggering settings like 

child welfare ofÏces and courthouses. Bedrooms 
or other environments that bring back a memory 

or feeling can also be difÏcult. For many children 
and youth, movement and the ability to avoid 

eye contact can be helpful. A long walk or car 

ride can provide both. Ensure that other physical 

needs have been met—make sure they have had 

something to eat and drink, and are not too cold 

or hot. Eliminate distractions as much as possible; 

too many people, too much noise, excessive 

activity can all shut down a conversation.

Be truthful and remember that withholding 

information is lying by omission. Share 

information over time in ways that are responsive 

to the child’s age and development. Our adult 

instinct is to protect. We can’t protect a child from 

what has already happened, but we can help them 

understand it better and heal.
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Attend to developmental stage, language, and 

culture as you talk. What is the child’s emotional, 

social, and cognitive age? Be sure to use the 

language they are using, even if it’s uncomfortable 

for you or inaccurate. Correcting language at this 

moment may push them into silence. Finally, be 

responsive to and respectful of cultural norms. 

What may seem out of the ordinary to you could 

be simply a difference in tradition or belief. 

Validate and afÏrm the child’s memory and their 

feelings about it. Although it’s important to clarify 

when a child believes something that is not true, 

wait until a later time to add new information, 

especially if this is the first time the memory has 
been spoken of. The goal in the beginning is to 

assure the child that you are listening, hearing, 

and believing.

After the hard conversation, your job is to 

provide support for the child or youth. Ask the 

child, “What do you need from me right now?” 

“Who else needs to know about this?” It is critical 

that the child or youth defines the support they 
need. 

Tough Topics and Suggested Messages

We often get stuck on the exact words to say. 

Three pieces of advice will help you get unstuck: 

remain calm and factual, be authentic, and 

understand it is an honor to be trusted with hard 

truths. When a child trusts you enough to confide 
in you, they are confirming that you are an adult 
they need and believe in. It’s okay to be sad on the 

child’s behalf if you do not make it about you. It is 

okay to be angry on the child’s behalf about what 

happened, but not okay to talk about people they 

are related to with disrespect. 

With each of the following questions or issues, the 

messages build along a developmental continuum. 

Below are some themes to weave into the 

conversations you might have.

Why can’t I live with my mom or dad?

 ● Mom is trying to get healthy so 
she can be there for you.

 ● Right now, he isn’t able to take care 
of you the way you need.

 ● What do you think needs to change in order 
for you to go home? How can I help?

What did I do wrong?

 ● What happened to you is not 
okay and it’s not your fault.

 ● What do you remember about what 
happened? Let’s talk about that. 

 ● If this had happened to your best friend, would 
you blame them or feel they were responsible?

 ● If the response is “no,” reinforce that they 
deserve the same understanding.

 ● If the response is “yes,” spend time 
reassuring them that children and youth 
are never responsible for adult behavior.

Rape, incest, sexual abuse

 ● Grownups have a special way of hugging 
or touching that is only for grownups. 
Sometimes they hug or touch children 
in the same way and that’s not okay.

 ● What happened to your mom is not 
okay and it’s not your fault. 

 ● What happened to you is not 
okay and it’s not your fault.

 ● I’m sorry that happened to you. I wish I 
could have been there to help you.

 ● It’s my job to keep you safe. Let’s talk 
together about the best way to do that. 

Ask questions to gauge the child’s understanding 

and emotions and know what they most want 

to know about. Pause at times to allow the child 

to process and take the time to come up with 

questions or comments. Check in with how they 

are doing.

The effort you put in to help children and youth 
understand their people, their past, and their 

journey in care or to adoption will be one of the 

most critical factors in how they see themselves 

and their future. Our responsibility is to provide 

the circumstances that allow for them to become 

their own best version of themselves. To do this, 

they need to understand what happened to them, 

have time and space to reconcile the many losses 

they have experienced, and be supported to 

build or rebuild trusting relationships with family, 

friends, and future partners. All of this depends on 

our willingness to do the hard work right alongside 

them. ◊
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Five Tips For Thoughtful Correction

By Tyler Fuller

Tyler Fuller is an adoptive parent, Trust-Based Relational Intervention® practitioner, pastor, and water sports 

enthusiast from the panhandle of Florida. 

As caregivers, we want our interactions with 

our kids to be full of afÏrmation, play, connection, 
and good vibes. That’s the goal, right? However, 

we are all keenly aware that correcting behavior 

is part of the job. If the heart of what we do is 

building rich and meaningful connections, then 

perhaps the head of what we do is equipping our 

kids with tools they’ll need in the real world, by 

correcting behaviors that need correcting. 

Like everything that caregivers do, this heart/

head, connection/correction, structure/nurture 

routine is a balancing act. We can’t correct well if 

we haven’t put in the relational work to build trust, 

but we aren’t serving our kids well if we never 

help them understand that some of their actions 

and attitudes will have difÏcult consequences. Dr. 
Karyn Purvis put it this way, 

“If a child needs nurture and I 

give him structure, I harm his 

ability to trust me. If a child needs 

structure and I give him nurture, 

I harm his ability to grow.”

Find more great Karyn Purvis quotes.

We can call it correction, structure, or discipline, 

but we all know that intervening to help our kids 

make course adjustments is part of the job. And I’ll 

take it one step further here, it’s not a “necessary 

evil” of giving care if we do it in a thoughtful way; it 

can actually be a real benefit. So let’s explore five 
tips for giving thoughtful correction!

Get Your Mind Right

Have you ever shouted “Everybody stop 

shouting!”? Did it work? I doubt it—it’s just silly. 

But every one of us has done it. Many of the kids 

we care for have an extremely well-honed set of 

relational skills. They can read us like a book, and 

they can discover buttons that we didn’t even 

know we had. And what do they do when they 

discover those buttons? They push them! I am 

going to issue a direct challenge to you: Never ever 

go into discipline mode when you’re angry. Don’t 

ignore issues that need to be addressed, but delay 

them. When we, as caregivers, go in hot, we have 

the potential to do a lot of damage.

If you know that you are about to lose it or you’ve 

already lost it, take a moment. You can have a few 

scripts ready to buy you time: 

 ● “I feel really upset about this right now. 
I’m going to take a few minutes to walk 
outside, then we’ll chat about it.” 

 ● “I don’t want to approach this the wrong 
way. This thing needs to be addressed—and 
I’m not in a great state to address it. Let me 
come back to you in 15 minutes and maybe 
we will both have cooled off a little.”

If a behavior or attitude has really set you off, 
putting some distance between the incident and 

the correction can help us make sure we address it 

well, and that we don’t bring our own brokenness 

and issues into the mix. 

Hear me well, though, I’m not telling you to ignore 

things that need to be addressed or to stuff them 
into a little emotional box and move on. I’m simply 

saying that taking some time and (physical) space 

to get yourself settled and in a good place will 

help you apply correction from the right place. 

Discipline issues can feel like a fire, if you’re 
coming in like gasoline, take a minute until you can 

come in like water. It may save everybody from 

getting burned.

Take It One Step Deeper

It’s easy to spot the presenting issue, but the 

presenting issue is often just a clue. If we can 

https://child.tcu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Karynisms.pdf
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approach the issue with some thoughtful 

creativity, we can take disciplinary situations as a 

chance to try and discover what’s really going on 

with our kids. If we approach the issue more like 

detectives and less like correctional ofÏcers, we 
have a chance to build deeper connections.

A simple and common example of this sort of 

correction deals with stealing. Yes, it’s true, we 

want to correct that sort of behavior. Our kids 

need to get a handle on that impulse before they 

leave our homes and go out into the real world. 

But we can go deeper than the action itself. Why 

are our kids stealing? There are myriad reasons, 

and some of them seem obvious when we take a 

long view: 

They’ve been providing for themselves for a large 

portion of their life.

They’ve lived with insecurity about essential items 

and want to ensure they have what they need. 

If we can take moments of correction as a chance 

to explore those deeper needs, we can aim more 

at the root of the issue, and less at the way the 

issue is presenting clue. 

Many of you have had kids that steal or hide 

food. That’s frustrating and it causes a lot of 

problems for us. However, if we understand it as 

a survival behavior and not simply an act of wilful 

disobedience, we can address it on those terms. 

If we can help our 

kids understand that 

there will always be 

plenty of food, if we 

can keep a “yes” bin of 

food always available, 

if we can get ahead 

of the issue by giving 

our kids food they 

can hold onto before 

they’re in a situation 

where they may 

steal—then instead 

of simply correcting 

the behavior, we’re 

identifying and 

meeting the need.

This is difÏcult to do 
and requires patience 

and creativity, which 

is why we started our 

list with getting our minds right. The level of calm, 

thoughtful conversation it takes to spot needs 

requires us to be at our best. So, get your mind 

right, then look for the needs that are driving the 

problematic behaviors.

Choose Your Battles

I’ll put this simply: if you want to get into a 

discipline battle every day, you will have that 

opportunity. Is that what we want for ourselves 

or the kids we are giving care to? I doubt it. I 

myself am not a natural at this, but it’s important 

for those of us parenting children who have 

experienced trauma to consider lowering the bar, 

looking for baby steps, and letting things slide that 

are not important. That allows us to do the hard 

work on the things that are important. Consider 

choosing your battles, and don’t choose them all.

Again, I know that’s difÏcult advice, but I wonder, 
for those of you who are all in on the high 

structure, high authority, disciplinarian track, is 

it working for you? Are you getting the kind of 

correction—or, more importantly, the kind of 

connection—that you are aiming for? I doubt it. 

This is a different path, but if you’re willing to give 
it a go, you’ll have space to become a detective 

and look for the need, and you’ll be more likely to 

be able to get your mind right when you need to 

apply correction.
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Connect After You Correct

Okay, if you’ll allow me to get a little PG-13, I think 

I can make a pretty solid case for this idea. At the 

end of a conflict between romantic partners, when 
the dust settles, and everyone has felt heard, there 

is an instinct to make a connection. I’m talking 

about make-up sex. In a healthy relationship, that 

sort of intense connection can act as a powerful 

way to move on from a conflict together. Now 
shove that into the back of your brain for a 

minute, so I can talk about your life as a caregiver 

(which, admittedly, is not usually very sexy at all).

As I said in the opener, discipline is necessary. 

And it’s incredibly difÏcult to do well. However, 
whether we think we did a great job providing 

thoughtful and connected correction—or if we 

totally blew it and lost our temper—finding a way 
to intentionally reconnect with our kids after a 

moment of correction helps us turn the spotlight 

back on the real work of caregiving: connection. 

This is why time out can be a counter-productive 

tool for the kids we work with, even when they 

need discipline. They need correction in the 

context of connection with us. 

When correction is over, it should be over. We may 

not feel like we’ve solved the problem. We may not 

feel fully heard. But once we’ve gotten our minds 

right, done the detective work of looking for the 

need, and taken on a battle we chose carefully, we 

have to connect with our kids again. It may be as 

simple as going to a different room and chatting 
about something else, it may be some sort of 

playful interaction, or it may be going to get ice 

cream! However we choose to do it, intentionally 

taking some relational time after a moment of 

discipline will help us move from our head back to 

our heart.

Err and Repair

Listen, this is a high bar for caregivers. There is 

nothing we’ve talked about here that is easy. And, 

for me, there is nothing that came naturally—

every bit of this has been a learned skill for me. 

But it’s been effective! So, with that said, we won’t 
always get it right. We will flip our lids, we will use 
shame and guilt to try and get quick changes from 

our kids, we will pick the wrong kid when there are 

tons of actionable offenses happening in a group. 
There are so many ways we will get it wrong. And 

that’s okay. Every one of us is only required to do 

our best. The job we’re doing is difÏcult—our best 
will not be perfect. When we do get it wrong (and 

we will), we have a chance to demonstrate humility 

and help our kids feel powerful and important—by 

apologizing!

Taking a chance to make right the mistakes we 

made during discipline can actually strengthen 

our connection with our kids. We’re modeling 

what it’s like to set right things we did wrong, 

and we’re showing them that they are valuable. I 

know that many of our own parents didn’t have a 

knack for humility or apologizing, and I know that 

it can feel like we will fall into chaos if we upset 

the traditional power dynamics of our families. 

But humility is an extremely powerful tool, and 

there will be times when we need to deploy it. 

Making right what we got wrong paves a straight 

path back to the heart of the matter, and that’s 

connection with our kids. ◊

Same Behaviors, New Lens

By Tyler Fuller

Tyler Fuller is an adoptive parent, Trust-Based Relational Intervention® practitioner, pastor, and water 

sports enthusiast from the panhandle of Florida. 

The World’s Smartest Bad Dog

I have a brilliant, terrible dog. She is capable 

of opening every door in our house. She can turn 

a knob and pull a door open. She can open the 

cabinet, and take only what she wants to snack on 

(carbs), then let herself into the back yard to enjoy 

12 bagels in the sunlight. She’s smart enough to 

know how to be a terrible dog, and she’s more 

than willing to make bad decisions, but she’s 
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always in the driver’s seat. She drives me crazy 

and I love her a lot. I’m not sure her behaviors are 

based on instinct, but there are a lot of shelter 

dogs like her who are driven by instinct, and it’s 

easy to spot. When a normally sweet dog viciously 

guards their food bowl, we understand that that 

sweet dog has experienced hunger, and their 

instincts are screaming at them, “Don’t let this 

meal go!” When our social butterfly puppy cowers 
and hides every time we pick up a magazine, we 

can imagine what sparked this behavior. However, 

when it’s time to think through what sort of past 

traumas are driving our kids’ behaviors, it often 

becomes more difÏcult. 

Pets and kids are not the same, but I think you 

can see where we are going here. There is often a 

strong and direct link from past traumas that our 

kids have experienced and current behaviors that 

confound or frustrate us.

Brain Talk

There is a whole universe of trauma-related 

brain research out there. It’s a rabbit hole that is 

definitely worth your time. I highly recommend 
Dr. Daniel Siegel’s Brainstorm or The Whole Brained 

Child. The Owl and the Guard Dog video by Cosmic 

Kids Yoga on YouTube is a quick and simple 

primer on the ideas we’re going to be talking 

about. Anyway, I am a foster and adoptive parent, 

a lay person, I’m in the trenches, but what I’ve 

learned about my kids’ brains has revolutionized 

how I make sense of their behaviors. So let’s do a 

little fast and loose layperson talk about our kids’ 

beautiful and complicated brains.

We can imagine our brain as two interwoven parts: 

the prefrontal cortex and the amygdala. For the 

sake of our conversation, we will call this “upstairs 

brain” and “downstairs brain.” The upstairs brain 

(prefrontal cortex) is great at complex thought, 

reasoning, weighing future possibilities and 

consequences, building relationships, problem 

solving, and planning. The downstairs brain 

(amygdala) is really only concerned with survival. 

It controls unconscious systems like our heartbeat 

and breathing, and it can put our whole body into 

a red alert mode (fight, flight, freeze, fawn) when it 
senses danger. 

The downstairs brain is always scanning for 

danger. When it senses danger, it takes control. 

When we’re acting from our instinct-based 

downstairs brain, we don’t even have access to 

the nuance and reasoning that our upstairs brain 

brings. This makes perfect sense. When you’re on 

a nice stroll in the woods and you see a bear, you 

don’t want to ponder what kind of bear it is, or 

continue the long-range life planning you’d been 

doing up until you saw the bear. When you see a 

bear, the downstairs takes the reins—and you run. 

That’s why we are still alive, as a species. We’re not 

wired to have philosophical conversations in the 

presence of saber tooth tigers. Instead we run!

Now children who have 

experienced trauma 

have spent a lot more 

time relying on their 

downstairs brains 

than they should have. 

And as a result, the 

trigger that “flips their 
lid” (takes the upstairs 

ofÒine and puts them 
into survival mode) is 

much more sensitive 

than it should be. That 

means that too often 

they don’t even have 

access to the higher 

level thinking that we 

want them to have. 

If you’ve ever wondered 

why lecturing a kid 

https://youtu.be/so8QN9an3t8
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who is in the middle of a red-hot temper tantrum 

doesn’t work, this is why. If you’ve ever wondered 

why it is so incredibly stressful to have kids asking 

you a million questions when you’re trying to cross 

two lanes of trafÏc and make a difÏcult turn during 
rush hour, this is why—threats abound, and we’re 

stuck downstairs!

The New Lens

Here comes the application. If we can remember 

the distinction between being in the upstairs or 

downstairs brain and remember that children who 

have experienced trauma are more likely to spend 

time downstairs, we will have a deeper and more 

empathetic understanding of why our children 

do the things they do. In my early years of foster 

parenting, every time a kid would not do what I 

asked them (or do what I asked them not to), I 

took that as a personal affront to my authority. 
Every infraction felt like willful disobedience. 

And boy can I tell you, that sort of parenting was 

exhausting for my kids and for me. The question 

“How many times do I have to say this?” became 

the root of an existential crisis for me. I was really 

wondering, How many times do I have to say this? 

Is there a number? Is this possible; can I do this? 

One of the most transformational moments in 

my life as a caregiver to kids from difÏcult places 
came when I was challenged to think about these 

moments of conflict differently.

What if these kids weren’t willfully disobeying me? 

What if they were just trying to survive? Sure, their 

survival skills may have run them afoul of some 

important house rules, and sure there may still 

need to be some correction, but asking myself 

where the behavior came from put me in a much 

healthier position to have those follow-up talks. 

The logic goes like this: I know my kids have a hair 

trigger that takes them from upstairs brain to 

downstairs brain. This helps me understand how 

things that seem so small to me can trigger such 

wild reactions in them, causing behaviors that 

present real challenges.

Some of our kids have had to literally defend 

their bodies—this is very much a downstairs 

brain activity. Their brain has built a clear and 

direct path from a perceived physical threat to 

a survival-based response. These kids might be 

removed from the physical danger they were 

experiencing, but their brain is well trained to 

scan for threats and react. So when the kid in 

front of them at lunch accidentally bumps into 

them, it may come to physical blows. Not because 

our kids are mean or overly aggressive or anti-

social, but because their brains have been trained 

to identify and respond to threats. They’re just 

trying to survive! Or you can apply those similar 

circumstances to a kid who’s instinct isn’t to fight 
but to “fly.” If they perceive a bodily threat, they 
may disappear. If a kid like that is missing when 

it’s time to load the car and go to soccer practice, 

that may not be an act of willful disobedience. 

They’re probably not using reason and trying to 

ruin the day for everyone—they’re more likely just 

trying to survive. They perceived a threat, and the 

downstairs brain sent them running.

When these and similar things happen, I need to 

bring my new lens to the interaction: Their brain 

is different than my brain, and because of that 
they may be “downstairs” and not ready for logic, 

reasoning, future thinking, or understanding 

consequences. I know that when my kid’s 

downstairs brain is driving, they have no access to 

their upstairs brain. Their amygdala has the pedal 

to the metal and the destination is survival—damn 

the torpedoes, full speed ahead! 

Know Better, Do Better

So what practical adjustments might we make, 

now that we have this new lens that helps us 

understand challenging behaviors? 

 ● Empathy — Empathy is a natural outcome 
of applying this knowledge. When we start 
with empathy, we’re going to be better at 
building a connection with our kids. And 
we’re much more likely to apply discipline 
in a way that will end in connection and 
(honestly) changed behavior as well.

 ● Walk Back Upstairs Together — “Co- 
regulation” is a term that describes having 
another person help walk us from our 
downstairs (survival) brain back to the upstairs. 
Co-regulation for infants looks like hearing a 
cry, trying to find out what need is driving that 
cry (wet or dirty diaper? hunger? boredom?), 
then meeting that need. As we meet the need, 
we also naturally connect and soothe the 
infant, we use eye contact, we hold the baby, 
we talk softly. We’re doing our best to help the 
baby get that whole brain back online. We can 
do this with kids at any age—we can act as a 
calming presence who helps calm our kids. 
And when our kids are regulated and they 
are out of downstairs brain mode, we can talk 
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about the situation in our right minds. Going 
upstairs together is a mixture of discovering 
and meeting the need, and bringing your own 
calm (and calming) presence to act as a guide.

 ● Get Ahead of It — If you discover common 
situations that trigger your kids, then you 
can work on changing or avoiding those 
situations. If transitions are tough for your 
child, think about giving them more heads 
up and walking through them with plenty 
of lead time. Meal time can be a war zone, 
so what if we introduced some protein 
snacks and water in advance? What if we 
had a bunch of food available at all times 
that we’d always say “yes” to? When school 
is a challenge, are there supports we can 
bring alongside our kids at school? Staying 
upstairs will make everyone’s life a little easier, 
so looking for common flash points and 
making some changes can go a long way.

 ● Don’t Take It Personally — Co-regulation 
requires us to stay calm, and it’s hard to stay 
calm when we feel sure that our kid is actively 
disrespecting us and willfully disobeying us 
constantly. This lens moves the conversation 
from “Why didn’t you do what I said?” to 
“What do you need, and how can I help?” 
and that conversation is going to be more 
productive and less exhausting for everyone!

Listen, parenting children who have experienced 

trauma is often tough, and it requires a lot from 

us. We’ve got to keep our lids on (we’ve got to stay 

“upstairs”), we’ve got to be a calming presence, we 

have to think ahead and be creative, and we have 

to endlessly try to identify needs that our kids 

aren’t always good at communicating. I know this 

is hard to do. But applying this survival vs willful 

lens can help us all do it with a little more love and 

empathy. And, though it’s not exactly the point 

of the lens, in my experience it’s also much more 

effective for getting changed behavior. ◊

Recognizing Resilience: A New Way to Think

By Nathan Ross, MSW, LMSW, Assistant Executive Director, NACAC

NACAC’s assistant executive director and project manager for the Quality Improvement Center on 

Engaging Youth in Finding Permanency (QIC-EY)

Nathan Ross entered foster care at the age of 10, 

and he was adopted as a teenager. Upon discovering 

that his resource-filled foster care experience was 
unique, he decided to center his career around 

increasing outcomes for future generations of 

children. Today, he uses his knowledge as a 

transracial adoptee and child welfare professional to 

train caregivers, foster care and adoption workers, 

and system administrators across North America. In 

addition, Nathan works with agencies and states to 

develop programs and policies that genuinely engage 

youth by placing them at the center of decision-

making and recognizing their inherent strengths.

We talk a lot about resilience in foster care and 

adoption, including how to create it in young 

people who have been through difÏcult times. 
The truth is, though, most children and youth who 

have experienced trauma are already resilient, 

and the adults in their lives must recognize that 

resilience, help the young people see and feel that 

resilience, and then build on it. 

This means moving from a deficit point of view—
We must create resilience—to a strengths-based 

view—These young people are already resilient, 

and we can help strengthen that trait. Teaching 

young people to recognize their own resiliency 

can help them move from a place of surviving to a 

place of joy. In my experience, when people who 

were supportive pointed out what I was good at or 

emphasized my strengths, it helped me shift my 

own mindset and develop my skills further. 

Given that young people in foster care and 

adoption are often struggling with mental health 

issues or behavioral challenges, making this shift 

can be tricky. It may help all of us to remember 
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that building on the youth’s existing resilience 

promotes positive physical and mental health and 

can be used as a tool along with efforts to address 
the mental health or behavioral challenges that 

children and teens may have.

Four Tasks for Recognizing Resilience

There are four tasks that parents, caregivers, and 

professionals need to undertake to help identify 

resilience and build on it. 

1. Believe that the young person has strengths 
and can overcome barriers — This sounds 
simple but it can be overlooked. When trauma-
informed care first came on the scene, too 
many of us in child welfare became solely 
focused on the trauma and trying to address 
the resulting challenges. But as we think 
about the hard things that children have 
been through, we see that they also found 
ways to survive and even thrive. We have 
to believe that even when kids are having a 
breakdown. During my life, at the times when 
I was punching holes in walls, I also still had 
the skills that had helped me survive in a 
difÏcult environment and not become violent. 
I couldn’t always draw on those skills when I 
was having a hard time, but they were there.

2. Identify the strengths you see in the young 
person instead of focusing on problems — 
Once we have the belief, we need to do the 
work to identify each young person’s specific 

skills. We must name them. It’s not enough 
to say, “Good job for surviving your rough 
childhood.” Or “It’s great that you didn’t yell 
at me last week.” We have to think deeply 
about the strengths and skills our children 
have so we become better at seeing them.

3. Teach the young person that they have 
strengths by naming them, showing them 
how they are being used, and planning with 
them how to use those strengths in the 
future — After we can name the strengths, 
we must help the young people in our lives 
see them and believe them as well. I know 
this made all the difference in my life. Below 
we’ll explore both how to identify strengths 
but also to teach the children in your life 
to see them and learn to grow them.

4. Stay persistent and consistent — We can’t do 
all of this one time or a few times. Sometimes 
we start making progress and think, “OK, now I 
can return to my traditional parenting choices.” 
Or, on the flip side, we aren’t making progress, 
so we give up and try something new. With 
identifying and reinforcing strengths, we have 
to keep doing it regularly and consistently.

Identifying Resilient Traits

Below are some of the areas where your child 

may have resilient traits that you can identify and 

reinforce. Sometimes it takes time and effort to 
see the skills and strengths, while others are more 

obvious.
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Social Competence 

 ● Responsiveness

 ● Communication skills

 ● Ability to recruit support or allies 

 ● Empathy or understanding 
the feelings of others 

 ● Compassion 

 ● Prosocial behaviors 

The ability to recruit support or allies is a really 

easy one to identify once we think about it. Have 

you ever been to your child’s school and had 

teachers tell you the child is doing well and not 

doing what they do to make your life harder at 

home? That means your child is able to modify 

their behavior to help build social capital to make 

their lives more successful. 

Children who have experienced trauma are often 

accused of not having empathy. A young person 

who had been in care told me that she was often 

called cold. She explained that, in fact, it was that 

she felt so much that she had to protect herself 

from the pain that caused. As I thought about 

it, I saw that in myself too. Many young children 

in dangerous circumstances spent a lot of time 

thinking about things from others’ perspective so 

they could change their own behaviors to avoid 

harm or abuse. Continuing to do that can be 

deeply painful and can keep our systems on high 

alert. As adults, we can both recognize and help 

our children see how empathy and reading others 

has been helpful in their lives and then work with 

them on feeling safe so they can use these skills 

less for self-protection and more to show concern 

for others. 

Moving from empathy to compassion means 

taking the care for others and adding a desire to 

help. This may be difÏcult to see at home with 
parents or siblings, but many children are more 

likely to show compassion with peers at school 

or in the community. Ask teachers, coaches, 

neighbors, or others what they have seen and 

share with your children the strengths you hear 

about. Once you’ve seen it in action or had it 

named for you, you can help your child see it and 

eventually help them expand it to other areas. 

Like compassion, we may not see prosocial 

behaviors that benefit others when our children 

are at home or when they are talking to their 

parents or caregivers. But if we look, we may see it 

with siblings or others at school, and then we can 

highlight it to our child: “I saw that you were busy 

doing your own homework, and you went to help 

Tillie when she was getting frustrated with hers. 

Thank you for doing that. I appreciate that you 

cared to help her.” You don’t need to mention that 

it was better than when they usually fight or argue. 

Problem Solving

Many children who experienced abuse or neglect 

spent their young lives engaged in problem solving 

far more often than other children—whether it 

was finding food, keeping safe, or meeting other 
basic needs. Problem-solving skills to look for in 

your child include:

 ● Ability to plan 

 ● Flexibility 

 ● Insight 

 ● Critical thinking 

 ● Resourcefulness

Sometimes when children are struggling, we don’t 

see these skills. But if we keep an open mind, we 

might. I’ve noticed problem-solving skills such as 

resourcefulness are pretty common in children 

who are trying to avoid getting into trouble, for 

example. 

Another area that we often see as a problem—

challenges with attachment—can also be a sign 

of problem-solving skills. Some children have 

experienced the loss of so many people they were 

attached to that they are bringing that insight and 

critical thinking to their current lives—they are 

choosing (even if subconsciously) not to attach 

to avoid the pain. We can share with them that 

we see it as a skill they have and needed, while 

also demonstrating that they are now in a safe 

space so they can redirect those skills to a more 

productive place. 

Autonomy

Many children and teens in foster care or adoption 

have truly struggled with autonomy. They were 

moved without explanation, they often lost friends 

and valued neighbors or teachers, and they were 

rarely involved when decisions were made about 

their lives. But it doesn’t mean the following skills 
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aren’t there and can’t be nurtured when found.

 ● Positive identity

 ● Internal locus of control or being in 
control of your own actions. 

 ● Mastery and self-efÏcacy 

 ● Self-awareness and mindfulness

 ● Humor 

Mastery and self-efÏcacy is a very powerful tool to 
help youth embrace that they are resilient, but it 

can be really hard for children and teens to see in 

themselves at certain times in their life. We need 

to focus on the child’s interests and find ways for 
them to have time to spend on these activities and 

compliment them on doing them well. Even things 

like video games can really help children develop 

real skills that we should appreciate and tell them 

we appreciate. It doesn’t mean we need to allow 

them to play games all the time, but we can play 

with them, compliment their skills, and help them 

translate those skills to other areas when possible.

Humor is another trait many children have that we 

can nurture. It can help us not take ourselves too 

seriously—as we learn to laugh at our anxieties 

and challenges—and can also help us make 

friends and build social capital. 

Sense of Purpose / Belief in the Future

The skills below really help children think about 

moving forward into a future, even when they are 

having a hard time in the present. 

 ● Goal direction and achievement

 ● Motivation and future-oriented aspirations

 ● Special interests, creativity, and imagination

 ● Optimism and hope

 ● Faith, spirituality, and sense of meaning

Asking children about what they like to do or 

what they do well, and helping them pursue 

opportunities in those areas can really help set 

goals, increase motivation, and plan for the future.

Ways Parents and Other Adults Can 
Recognize Resilience

If you’re not seeing some or many of the above 

skills in your child or teen, you may want to use 

the following tips to help you and your child find, 

embrace, and build on their strengths.

 ● Engage in play — Play, especially when 
it’s directed by the child, often provides a 
great opportunity to see problem-solving 
and self-regulation skills in action. It 
reduces intensity or stress for parents and 
children, gives opportunities for building 
attachment, while also allowing you 
chances to see what your child does well. 

 ● Help the young person connect to 
community — Engaging in community (sports, 
clubs, etc.) provides opportunities for young 
people to build skills around interests they 
have, strengthening their ability to use those 
skills in times of chaos or uncertainty. Such 
community engagements also can lead to 
mastery, goal setting, and prosocial behaviors.

 ● Intentionally engage the young person 
in opportunities for normal youth 
experiences — It’s important to allow these 
experiences all the time, not just when they 
are “good enough” or are “behaving well.” 
These experiences can help them build their 
resilience and in fact help them thrive in the 
future and should not be used as rewards, 
but rather built into their everyday life, no 
matter what challenges they may be having.

 ● Work with them to share their narrative 
and make sense of their experiences — 
Really thinking through and telling your 
story—especially to advocate or support 
others—is a great way to make sense of 
your past and to take control of your life. 
In addition to talking or presenting, young 
people can share their experiences through 
writing, dancing, art, or other means. 
Keep in mind that this is not for everyone, 
and the young people have to be ready 
emotionally and supported throughout. 

 ● Provide safe opportunities to explore 
conflict and risk — Parents sometimes 
want to protect children from all conflict 
and risk given the difÏcult times the 
children have experienced. But learning 
to have healthy conflict is a critical skill. 
Allow conflicts to happen in your family, 
and collaboratively work toward solutions. 
Understanding and being able to deal with 
conflict—and move past it with relationships 
intact—help children navigate an outside 
world that will certainly include conflict. 

 ● Collaborate on goal setting and 
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achievement for a variety of situations 
(financial, social, academic, etc.) — As adults, 
we can help the young people in our lives set 
future goals based on where they are today. 
It’s important not to worry if they aren’t on the 
timeline. We can work on the goals together, 
check in and reassess, and keep working 
toward the goals as long as they still want to.

 ● Promote their spark — Above and beyond 
everything else (next to play), adults need to 
find something that the child is interested 
in, and invest time in that. We have to be 
creative to find and then do the things 
that light them up and give them joy. 

 ● Promote positive self-view — No matter what 
else is going on, find the opportunity to point 
out what your child is doing well more often 
than you think you need to. Think about how 
many of your last interactions with your child 
have been neutral, how many have involved 
corrections, and how many have been positive. 
Then increase the number of positives. 

Believing that young people have strengths and 

can overcome obstacles is essential for their 

development and identity formation. This is 

especially true when thinking about young people 

affected by foster care or adoption who may have 
never heard anybody, especially an adult, tell them 

that they have strengths and skills. 

Our young people are often identified by their 
problems or behaviors, but it is important to see 

beyond those and recognize their resiliencies. I 

can speak for myself that there were times I was 

ready to give up on myself and I would have done 

so if there weren’t caring adults in my life who 

supported me and helped me focus on what I did 

well and reinforced my strengths.

Each of us have the important task of investing 

in the lives of young people. When we invest our 

time and energy into their resiliencies, we can see 

them move from surviving to thriving. ◊

Resources

https://www.actforyouth.net/resources/pyd/pyd_

pyd101curriculum.pdf

https://www.apa.org/topics/resilience/

guide-parents-teachers

https://www.betterup.com/blog/

compassion-vs-empathy 

https://www.mayoclinic.org/tests-procedures/

resilience-training/in-depth/resilience/

art-20046311

https://www.resiliency.com/ 

https://www.samhsa.gov/homelessness-

programs-resources/hpr-resources/

childhood-resilience

Using the Senses to Calm Trauma Triggers

By Maude LeRoux, OTR/L

Maude LeRoux, OTR/L, has a private practice center in Glen Mills, Pennsylvania (www.atotalapproach.

com) and directs her own online academy for professionals and parents (www.maudeleroux.com). She 

serves on the board of directors for ATTACh, where she carries the portfolio for developing attachment- 

and trauma-informed training for occupational therapists worldwide.

Our nervous system is hardwired to seek 

safety and security, and—for proper functioning—

we are dependent on an environment that will 

receive us in a welcoming way. This bid for safety 

and security is violated by traumatic experiences. 

When trauma happens, our bodies find a home 
for this experience in our emotional memory 

center. Warning signals are forwarded to and from 

the amygdala (our brain’s home for instinctive 

reactions such as flight, fright, and freeze) enabling 

https://www.actforyouth.net/resources/pyd/pyd_pyd101curriculum.pdf
https://www.actforyouth.net/resources/pyd/pyd_pyd101curriculum.pdf
https://www.apa.org/topics/resilience/guide-parents-teachers
https://www.apa.org/topics/resilience/guide-parents-teachers
https://www.betterup.com/blog/compassion-vs-empathy 
https://www.betterup.com/blog/compassion-vs-empathy 
https://www.mayoclinic.org/tests-procedures/resilience-training/in-depth/resilience/art-20046311
https://www.mayoclinic.org/tests-procedures/resilience-training/in-depth/resilience/art-20046311
https://www.mayoclinic.org/tests-procedures/resilience-training/in-depth/resilience/art-20046311
https://www.resiliency.com/ 
https://www.samhsa.gov/homelessness-programs-resources/hpr-resources/childhood-resilience
https://www.samhsa.gov/homelessness-programs-resources/hpr-resources/childhood-resilience
https://www.samhsa.gov/homelessness-programs-resources/hpr-resources/childhood-resilience
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our sensory motor system to create a protective 

response. 

We have an emotional memory of every 

experience we have had in our lives. Depending 

on how our bodies code those experiences, future 

experiences trigger the amygdala to jump into 

action when this encoded memory is triggered. 

And this happens even when the current day 

“threat” our bodies are reacting to isn’t actually 

traumatic or dangerous in reality. Our sensory 

systems are agents in the brain that receive the 

stimulation to which our body and mind must 

respond to. Our nervous system first creates 
a physical adaptive response, firing electrical 
impulses with hormonal exchanges. Then the 

emotional system picks up on past encoded 

memories and sorts out within a split second 

which stimuli need to report to the amygdala as a 

fear response. 

For parents of children who have experienced 

trauma, this can be very tough when our children’s 

over-response in the nervous system does not 

match the reality of the present moment. The child 

can feel stuck in an unending loop of primitive 

nervous system responses, experiencing feelings 

of vulnerability and threat—simply not feeling 

safe. No matter how much a parent shows care, 

nurturing, and nourishment, it does not seem to 

break through this protective barrier that comes 

from the encoded memory. 

The good news is that we can shift this protective 

adaptive response for our children by working with 

the very sensory systems that are being triggered. 

Below are strategies for using four different 
sensory systems to help our children become less 

reactive.

The Vestibular System

The vestibular system is a pivotal sensory system 

controlling our ability to physically orient our 

bodies. It also plays a significant role in affecting 
arousal. It is very involved in feeling tension, 

causing rigidity in the body, and receiving and 

sending information to our other sensory systems. 

Strategies: Rhythm, Regulation, and 

Relationship

 ● The parent’s own body needs to convey 
a regulated response to their child so it’s 
important to remain calm and regulated 
ourselves. In times of conflict or stress, if we 

raise our voices, we feed into the amygdala’s 
protective response. Tension and strain 
decrease the opportunity for rhythm and 
regulation. The warmth and care in our tone 
of voice will help keep our child’s brain from 
sending signals that protection is needed.

 ● Mozart’s music can be energizing in an 
organized, regulated way so consider 
playing it in the background when your 
child is doing homework or other focused 
activities. (Mozart has particular qualities 
related to being more organized with 
high use of violin concertos using high 
frequencies, which is stimulating to the brain. 
This is not true for all classical music.)

 ● Play rhythmic games with your child that 
require mostly body language and little 
language, such as charades, Pictionary, 
mimicking, Simon Says, and clapping games. 
These types of games connect directly to 
the more emotionally flexible right brain, 
which is a great tool for regulation and 
supporting integration. (Our right brain has 
a stronger relationship to how we feel and 
is stated to rule when figuring out our social 
partner’s body language. Our left brain is 
more related to the structure of language.) 
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 ● Ensure downtime after school. During the 
long school day, the vestibular system has 
had to work hard to be vigilant and keep 
possible threats at bay. Choose after-school 
activities that provide some control over 
an overwhelmed nervous system, such as 
play, rest, and reading. These are activities 
that are not draining on cognitive energy.

 ● Find a sport or physical activity that 
your child can indulge in to support the 
release of tension in their bodies. If they 
don’t like sports, encourage walks and 
otherwise help them be regularly active.

The Visual System

The visual system is a critical part of the body’s 

vigilance and feeds a constant stream of 

information each day. The visual system is the 

detector of change in our environment. Change 

threatens the safe predictability, so provides a 

“systems alert” to the amygdala. Hypersensitivity 

in the visual system can lead to the child’s 

feeling threatened and overwhelmed. And their 

overwhelmed responses can result in behaviors 

we don’t understand and may not appreciate.

Visual flashbacks are a regular phenomenon in 
those who have experienced trauma. And if the 

level of seen “threats” is high, the amygdala can 

actually shut off the visualization circuit in the 
brain, which negatively affects the formation of 
ideas, imagination, and creativity. 

Strategies: Seeing Is Believing

 ● The mirror neurons in our brain are always 
taking in the facial gestures and body 
language of others. Be sure that your child 
sees what you want them to encode as 
warmth, acceptance, and love. Even if you 
are correcting your child’s behavior, be sure 
you are conveying that you care for and 
about them through your body language. 

 ● Because perfection is not possible, when 
we mess up, we can go back and repair, 
showing the child care through our body 
language and warmth through our eyes. 

 ● Use much more body language and 
facial expression than words. Non-verbal 
communication connects to the right 
brain, easing it into a co-regulatory rhythm 
that is more soothing than words.

 ● Respond to your child’s emotions rather 

than to their sometimes-painful words. 
Then carefully consider what their 
eyes are seeing in your response.

 ● Play drawing games with your children that 
allow them to have some control, such as 
having them tell you how to draw a dog 
that they are picturing in their mind (not 
looking at a picture). Early drawing activities 
support the ability to form ideas and the 
development of later writing skills.

 ● Encourage visual arts of various types, 
including building activities such as using 
Legos. This will steadily build visual structures 
in the brain that will encode newer images 
of visualization with positive connections 
allowing the amygdala to stand down.

 ● When reading stories, close the book at 
the last chapter and ask them to visualize 
what they think will be happening next.

 ● Play out pretend scenes with the child on the 
floor, building stories together and creating 
new memories. These new successful and 
joyful experiences can provide the child 
with visual memories that can replace older 
memories of more negative experiences.

 ● Set limits on video games of no more than 
two hours total screen time on a weekday 
with perhaps more time over weekends. 
Video games can hold strong visual allure 
for children as much of the imagination is 
done for them by the games’ creators—giving 
their visual system a break. Video games may 
also become an escape away from positive 
relational experiences, as well their own 
thoughts and ideas. Keep in mind that taking 
video games away completely may hurt their 
social relationships with other children.

The Touch System

This is a particular “touchy” subject! Many trauma 

survivors will develop mixed feelings towards 

touch, affecting their grooming, bathing, dressing, 
and eating. Imposing touch may result in a 

defensive response even when we intend to be 

warm and supportive. But if our children control 

the touch, they are more likely to participate. 

Touch is very connected to our emotions. 

Our memories of nurturing touch from our 

parents serves us well to accept touch in typical 

circumstances. 
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There are three touch systems: 

 ● Exteroception is the touch from others or 
objects on our skin from the outside.

 ● Proprioception is sensed from our joints 
when we move, supporting body awareness. 

 ● Interoception is our inner awareness 
of how our bodies feel, supporting 
both our gut experiences as well as our 
internal awareness of emotions. 

All three systems can put the amygdala on 

high alert, although our proprioceptive system 

can really become an ally in a bid for nurturing 

attention.

Strategies: Touch, Texture, and Taste

1. Always make sure the child is aware 
when you are going to touch them and 
approach from the front so they can 
see you clearly, never from behind.

2. Light touch is the most noxious and should 
be avoided when the amygdala is on high 
alert. A daily massage for about 20 minutes 
with deep, slow strokes can be helpful for 
calming the high-alert system and can offer 
great bonding time for you and your child. 
Such touch can be very intimate though, 
and you may want to have a professional 
guide you, depending on your child’s specific 
trauma experiences. It can be incredibly 
powerful if approached in the right way.

3. Provide activities that will provide input 
into the joints to access a deeper sense 
of registration of information:

 ● Encourage brisk walks with a heavy backpack 
or have them carry a heavy backpack up 
and down stairs at home. You can even 
turn it into a game you do together.

 ● Provide heavy blankets during homework 
or times of stress and challenge.

 ● If your child’s touch system is more 
under-responsive, investigate sports like 
wrestling when they are old enough. 

 ● Consider swimming lessons; swimming is great 
for the touch system because the entire body 
is enveloped by evenly spread water pressure. 

 ● Allow rough and tumble play—with ground 
rules to prevent anyone from getting hurt; 
hand signals are usually a good idea.

 ● Play balloon volleyball in your home 
especially during long cold winters; 
opportunities for much laughter abounds.

 ● Try tug of war family games. 

 ● Before handwriting work or any utensil 
use, consider teaching your child to 
vigorously brush their hands with a bristle 
brush, following it up with deep squeezes 
to “wake up” the hands’ awareness.

 ● Do not sweat the small stuff—go with 
your child’s food and clothing choices 
until you have a strong relationship 
and can provide more direction.

 ● Consider getting a vibration plate. Daily 
use can really help interoception. Use the 
plate in small doses of one minute at first 
and work up to three minutes three times 
a day. It’s good to have a professional 
guide you in the use of these plates.

The Auditory System

Many children become so sensitive to sounds 

that they shut down when they hear certain voice 

tones or they avoid big assembly halls, parties, and 

lunchrooms. Our auditory and vestibular systems 

work together to provide energy for our brain and 

affect learning and social skill. Challenges with the 
auditory system contribute to attention and focus, 

timing, and reading difÏculties. 

The auditory system also supports reading the 

non-verbal cues of others while listening to their 

words. Hypersensitivity to sounds provides a high-

speed pathway to the amygdala, which will then 

serve as a 360-degree vigilant surveyor of potential 

environmental threat. But the auditory must be 

used in our learning and social environments, so 

it’s critical to help our children better control it.

Strategies: Listen How It Feels

 ● Fill your house with calming background 
music from time to time, especially during 
downtime while playing and before bedtime.

 ● Watch your tone of voice; lower 
frequency sounds can be more 
calming than high-pitched tones.

 ● Avoid long talks and over-explaining 
thoughts or ideas; instead use little nuggets 
in shorter sentences in a more casual 
way, especially when you compliment.
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Helping Transracial Adoptive Parents Understand
What Their Children Need

By Ricardo L. Franco, LSW

Ricardo L. Franco, LSW, is the director of family services at the Massachusetts Adoption Resource 

Exchange (MARE). He is also an alumnus of the AdoptUSKids Minority Professional Leadership 

Development Program (MPLD), where he completed an action research project about transracial 

adoption in 2021. 

In May 2020, I was writing my personal 

statement to apply to the Minority Professional 

Leadership Development fellowship with Adopt 

USKids. I was looking for words to express the 

deep feelings in my gut—corroborated by my 

experience as social worker—that transracial 

adoption as part of the child welfare system as 

a whole is affected by the systemic and historic 
racial bias and oppression of children and families 

of color. As I was looking for data to bolster my 

case, the news about the murder of George Floyd 

emerged. At that point, I knew that adoptive 

families placed or wanting to be placed with a 

child of a different race/ethnicity need to reckon 
with the issues of race in our society as they 

emerge with more intensity in their extended 

families and communities and thus in their homes. 

For the next 12 months, I devoted many hours 

to interviewing transracial adoptive families, 

reviewing literature, and reading books written by 

adoptees of color adopted by White families. As 

a result, I developed a self-assessment inventory 

and training curriculum for families considering, 

or already in, a transracial adoption. The 

inventory helps pre-adoptive families assess their 

knowledge, personal feelings, and awareness on 

issues of race, familiarity with resources available 

to support children of color, and their readiness 

to make changes in order to parent transracially. 

The curriculum explores three sets of skills vital for 

transracial adoptive parents: 

 ● Racial Awareness

 ● Multicultural Planning

 ● Survival Skills 

 ● Compliment your child specifically about 
things they do. This is better than a 
general “good job” for them to own the 
praise and build their self-esteem.

 ● When frustrations or meltdowns loom, avoid 
talking your child through it or asking them 
to calm down. Overloading the auditory 
system may be oil on the fire. Stay with them 
and simply note calmly, “I am here” so they 
can rely on you as a secure base. Even when 
they “hate” you, they need you to show up 
for them. Anchor them by your presence, 
not your words. Take time later to discuss 
possible strategies for future situations. 

 ● Bone conduction listening (where you 
bypass the eardrums and sound flows 
directly to the cochlea) can be very calming 

and grounding for children. Considering 
using bone conduction headphones. 

 ● Investigate products such as soundsory.com 
for a daily sensory diet that can be helpful 
to support your child’s nervous system.

Parenting can be tough, but science supports 

neural plasticity—the notion that the brain can 

change. As you try the new strategies above, 

remember that it may take time for your child 

to embrace the change—change is part of what 

has been so scary for them. Be consistent and 

persistent and focus on your connection as you 

try new ideas. It may take time and the support of 

an understanding village around each child, but 

healing is possible! ◊
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After the training, I provide families with the 

results of the inventory and with a curated list of 

available resources for each one of the parenting 

skills discussed in the curriculum. The self-

assessment inventory is being used in different 
states and the curriculum has been presented 

to transracial adoptive parents in trainings and 

panels. In this article, I share the learnings gleaned 

from these interventions and offer some practical 
guidelines that family workers and agencies can 

implement in the selection and preparation of 

pre-adoptive transracial families. (Please note that 

the Multiethnic Placement Act applies to foster 

and adoptive placements in the US, and agencies 

should do due diligence to ensure that any work 

they do with current or prospective transracial 

families complies with the Act. In general, agencies 

may not require special steps for families consider 

transracial placement, but they can offer training 
on issues of race/ethnicity as long as it is offered 
to all prospective parents, and can offer voluntary 
resources for prospective parents.)

Racial Awareness: The Larger Issues

After more than two years of intensive and 

polemic public discussions about issues of race 

in this country, some families who want to adopt 

transracially might feel tired of talking about 

race. This is very understandable; however, the 

first set of skills families need to develop is racial 
awareness. When I asked experienced families 

about the things they wish they had known before 

adopting a child of color, one parent responded:

 “It would’ve been nice if we knew how 

to braid and twist from the start. And 

then of course there are the larger 

issues…how to best be an anti-racism 

activist for my kids, how to help them 

navigate the challenges they face, and 

how to help them to keep engaged 

in their cultural communities.”

Another participant said: 

“We covered issues of racial 

sensitivity in the training and it 

made me think about hair, food, 

etc. However, the reality is so much 

more complicated, especially now 

that our kids are teenagers.”

It is important to emphasize that by racial 

awareness, we refer to issues much more complex 

than hair and skin care or going to dinner at a 

restaurant serving “ethnic” food. The larger issues 

the interviewee referred to are embedded in the 

fabric of our society. We need to help families 

to see how categories of race, ethnicity, culture, 

and language relate to social dynamics of power, 

class, and privilege and how they operate in 

one’s life—because we do not live in a post-racial 

society. Racially aware parents should learn to 

see how these dynamics affect children of color in 
the foster care system and prepare their homes 

and networks to mitigate the impact that the 

placement of a child of color with a White family 

might have on the child as they have already 

endured many losses and traumatic experiences.

While agencies may be limited by the Multiethnic 

Placement Act in what they assess, prospective 

parents on their own should examine their 

reasons and notions behind pursuing transracial 

adoption. Is it about providing a safe, stable, and 
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loving environment for the children? Or is there in 

their heart of hearts a unexamined desire to “save” 

them from their first families? Unfortunately, a 
disastrous narrative of saving or even civilizing 

immigrant and Native American children marks 

the history of adoption in this country from its 

beginning. For other families, transracial adoption 

is a way of fighting racism. Parents should not 
treat children as medals in their social activist 

role. Families come to adopt, no doubt, with 

good intentions but they need to think not only 

about their intentions but also about the impact 

that being placed with a family of a different race 
might have for a child if the family is not aware 

of the complex network of social interactions and 

structures affecting vulnerable children.

Multicultural Planning: The Colorization of 
Your Circle

In his book, Growing up Black in White, adoptee 

and foster care/adoption trainer Kevin D. 

Hofmann writes, 

“If you are considering adopting 

children of color, the colorization 

of your circle should begin before 

your child comes home.” 

Families considering transracial adoption or those 

who are already parenting transracially need to be 

intentional in planning and searching for spaces—

physical and cultural—where racial socialization 

and ethnic identity formation for the children 

can occur. They need to know the importance 

of context in child’s racial identity development 

and to be aware of the extra responsibilities 

associated with transracial parenting. One of these 

responsibilities is that of providing what Hofmann 

calls “cultural surrogates.” These are community 

members, professionals, or extended first family 
members who share the child’s racial/ethnic 

background and who can support and mentor the 

children in reading cultural cues, developing social 

skills, and keeping their identity roots attached to 

who they are, regardless of where they live or go 

to school.

One of most surprising findings in my study 
was that although the majority (72 percent) of 

transracial-experienced families agreed about 

the importance of racial awareness in their 

homes and extended families, less than a third 

(27 percent) considered that finding a mentor or 
cultural surrogate for their adopted children was 

important. Moreover, the open-ended responses 

revealed how some transracial White parents 

think about needing the support of cultural 

surrogates for their adopted children as a insult to 

their parenting skills. 

One parent put it this way, 

“They do not need mentors; 

they have us, their parents.” 

What parents like this need to realize is that it 

does not matter how much they get educated 

about issues of race or how much they participate 

on antiracist campaigns, they will never experience 

social reality as their children do because they 

are White. They can and should incorporate 

diversity into family life by reviewing traditions, 

celebrations, and unexamined assumptions 

about clothing, music, and hairstyle to name just 

a few things. However, they need to begin the 

colorization of their circle as soon as possible 

and that has to be intentional and the children 

adopted need to perceive that their White parents 

really care about their culture and that they invest 

time, relationships, and resources in cultivating 

spaces of diversity. Multicultural planning even 

affects the places families choose to live in or visit 
as this response from an experienced transracial 

adoptive family shows: 

Q: What things do you wish you had known 

before the placement?

R: Really understanding that future choices should 

really incorporate your child and helping him/

her feel like they are in an inclusive community—

where you live, where they go to school, where 

you vacation, whether you visit family in Red 

States or not.

Survival Skills: Preparing Your Child for 
Racial Cognitive Dissonance

“You’re are a very pretty girl, Leah…

and you’re very pretty, too, Becky…

for a black girl. They’re usually 

very ugly, very unattractive.”
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These were the words used by Rebecca 

Carroll’s fifth grade teacher, Mrs. Gordon, at the 
elementary school where Rebecca was the only 

black girl in rural New Hampshire in the 1970s. As 

Rebecca reflects in her memoir Surviving the White 
Gaze, at that moment the “cognitive dissonance” 

between what her adoptive parents and other 

white adults had told her for 10 years, and what 

Mrs. Gordon was now stating, “called up a sense 

of cruelty that [she] had never experienced before. 

It was visceral, spiky, and gutting.” And, she adds, 

“…the experience had changed me and I felt my 

body shiver as a small cell of trauma began to 

metastasize.” 

So often transracial parents eager to take pain 

away from their children instead take away the 

validity of their feelings. They miss the opportunity 

to help their children develop the skills necessary 

to externalize rather than internalize the feelings 

associated with racial microaggressions and racial 

profiling and to assert their identity in a racialized 
world. Acknowledging and supporting children in 

the reality of the negative racial experiences they 

have will equip children to deal with the cognitive 

dissonance they will experience as they navigate 

social structures organized around the values of 

White supremacy. Transracial adoptive parents 

need to recognize that their beloved adopted 

children of color will not carry with them the 

same privileges, advantages, and entitlements 

this society grants to White individuals. And they 

need to not dismiss racism, by suggesting that the 

person didn’t mean it or that it probably didn’t 

happen as the child recalls.

Whiteness is not transferable with the last name, 

and for that reason, the most loving thing a 

transracial parent can do for their children is 

to prepare them to recognize and reject racism 

even in its subtle presentations—in movies, 

commercials, literature, history, music, art—and to 

teach and practice with them the art of flipping the 
script so that when people make racist comments 

or questions, they lead the response. This can 

help prevent children from internalizing shame 

or rejection. Transracial parents can respond to 

racist remarks by saying something like, “I find 
your remark offensive. Please do not say that type 
of thing again,” or “You could not be deliberatively 

making such an inappropriate comment in front of 

my child. You must mean something else.” 

In cases like these, there may be times when 

relationships with extended family members, 

friends, or members of the community may 

become “strained, limited, or at the very least, 

changed” (see Hoyt-Oliver, Straughan, and 

Schooler in Parenting in Transracial Adoption, 

Chapter 8). At a certain point transracial adoptive 

parents need to assess how much of their 

responsibility is about educating uninformed 

extended family members about their bias or 

about supporting the healthy racial, ethnic, and 

psychological identity development of their 

adopted children and make decisions to distance 

themselves from racist family or community 

members. 

This set of survival skills will vary as adoptive 

children get older and reach different milestones 
in their cultural/ethnic identity formation, and that 

is another reason why it is crucial for them to have 

access to mentors, racial surrogates, or cultural 

brokers in their own racial/ethnic community. 

These mentors already know the survival skills and 

have learned from previous generations how to 

deal with issues of race. White adoptive parents 

do not need to discover survival strategies for 

their adopted children of color; the strategies have 

been already developed and used by black and 

brown communities for generations. What they 

need is to be help their adopted children to tap 

into those traditions. 

In conclusion, it has been said that adoption 

should be about addition and not subtraction. I 

believe that in transracial adoption, this has to 

be not just an aspirational statement. Otherwise 

transracial adoption becomes another expression 

of cultural repression and racial erasure. 

Families open to transracial adoption have a lot 

to offer as well as many things to learn about 
what will happen for their children and the rest 

of their family. When they are well prepared, 

they can provide adopted children with unique 

opportunities to grow and expand their horizons. 

As Liza Steinberg put it in the Transracially 

Adopted Child’s Bill of Rights: “Every child is 

entitled to find his or her racial identity to be an 
asset and to conclude, ‘I’ve got the best of both 

worlds!’”
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