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Years ago, I was the social worker on two separate cases that
disrupted the same year. With each set of parents I tried to
explain a fundamental truth: relationship reciprocity and
bonding expectations for a child during the first year of an
adoptive placement must be the same as those for a newborn.
To heal and thrive, older adoptees must be able to retrace,
with their new family, developmental steps they missed early
on.
During college I studied Erik Erikson, a Pulitzer prize-winning psychologist known for his
work on identity and psychosocial development in the mid-1900s. Decades later, I noticed
remarkable connections between his theories and parenting older children. The key part of
Erikson's theory is that until a person completes one developmental stage, they cannot go
on to the next stage.
Erikson’s first four stages—applied to youth from the time of placement to the time they
get ready for independence—can teach parents how to help older children heal while they
still live at home.
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Stage One: The First 18 Months
Ego Development Outcome: TRUST VS. MISTRUST;
Basic Strengths: Drive and Hope
"[E]mphasis is on the mother's positive and loving care…[using] visual contact and touch. If we pass
successfully through this period of life, we…[can] trust that life is basically okay and have basic
confidence in the future. …[I]f our needs are not met, we may end up with a deep-seated feeling of
worthlessness and a [general] mistrust of the world."1
Research has shown us how important it is for children to attach. Even so, in the first year after
placement, we new parents still make the mistake of dwelling on behaviors instead of attachment.
Things can change if we view a newly placed children of any age as a newborn:
Expectations. Can a newborn give back emotionally? Do chores like everyone else? Know
how to have a reciprocal relationship? Of course not. Neither do older kids in a new family.
Response. If expectation changes, so does the response. Instead of thinking a child is refusing
to comply, assume she is unable to complete the task. This nurturing, teaching approach
often nets better results whether a child is being oppositional or is truly incapable.
Realizations. Until a child is attached, behavior will not change. If the child cannot bond with
anyone, why would he want to please anyone? Too often adoptive parents expect compliance
outside the context of a relationship. Without that relationship, however, a child has no
incentive to behave better.
To help children attach, learn to gently correct behaviors without over-reacting. Picture yourself as a
new husband or wife trying to please the other and be genuinely attractive and worth attaching to.
Long lists of rules and consequences that require consistent behavior management should not be the
focus of this first stage.
As much as possible, create good feelings for the child whenever you are around. Use lots of laughter,
pop a Hershey’s kiss in her mouth when she sustains eye contact, and give as much affection as she
will allow. When the child misbehaves, stay calm and point out that the behavior is not appropriate
while redirecting her to a new activity with you by her side. Actions and reactions like these promote
bonding between parents and children.
One of the most significant pieces of this stage in understanding hurt children is Erikson’s definition
of hope: "enduring belief in the attainability of fervent wishes."2 Recognizing that many children who
enter care do not believe they can get what they want provides insight into their little hearts. With no
hope and no belief in their own abilities, they are victims in a dim dark world. And, according to
Erikson's theory, the only way they can develop the ego quality of hope is to attach to another
person.
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Stage Two: 18 Months to 3 Years after Placement
Ego Development Outcome: AUTONOMY VS. SHAME;
Basic Strengths: Self-Control, Courage, and Will
Once an adopted child learns to attach, he is ready for stage two—the "terrible twos" in typical
development. For a child placed at 11, this stage can coincide with puberty. Complicating matters
further, we parents find it exceedingly hard to muster the emotional response we would offer a
tantruming toddler when confronted with a older child having a meltdown.
During Erikson's second stage, as Arlene Harder explains, we can "build self-esteem and autonomy as
we gain more control over our bodies and acquire new skills, learning right from wrong. And one of
our skills during the 'Terrible Twos' is our ability to use the powerful word ‘NO!’ It may be pain for
parents, but it develops important skills of the will.3
Parents are often so relieved when it appears the child is attaching that they begin to panic when
defiance kicks up a notch. They wonder if the attachment isn’t real, but according to Erikson, only
when children complete the attachment stage can they enter the willful stage during which the need to
question, tantrum, and act out dramatically multiplies.
Responding to an older child’s tantrum as if she were a two-year-old is tricky. We can pick up a twoyear-old and take her to a safe place to calm down. When a youth is 15, however, that’s not an option.
Remembering that her actions are as impersonal and unplanned as a toddler’s can help us overlook
much of it.
In the midst of a tantrum, children cannot reason. Do not try to discuss their behavior or redirect
them by speaking more loudly. That only escalates the situation. If the child is safe and doesn’t pose a
danger to himself or others, the best choice is often to leave the room and give him time to finish the
tantrum. If safety is a concern, sit down and remain silent or talk very softly. Active listening is much
better than attempting to reason.
Consider a raging child who goes into the "nobody likes me" mode. Our natural instinct is to assure
her of our love, but that just gives her a reason to argue. A better response is, "It sounds like you are
feeling sad or feeling like you aren’t loved." To de-escalate tantrums, listen actively and rephrase the
child's thoughts.
Many of our children have raged over the years, all at different stages and in different ways. They have
used foul language, threatened us, and damaged property. At the outset of our parenting journey we
wanted to rapidly stop the meltdowns, but that just made things worse. Now, with our younger
children, we respond as calmly as possible and wait it out.
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Stage Three: 3 to 5 Years Post-Placement
Ego Development Outcome: INITIATIVE VS. GUILT;
Basic Strength: Purpose
Erikson links the third psychosocial crisis to the "play age," or later preschool years. During this time,
the healthy developing child learns to: (1) imagine and broaden skills through active play of all sorts,
including fantasy, (2) cooperate with others, and (3) lead as well as follow. 4
Healthy preschoolers can explore and develop social skills fairly easily, but the same lessons are much
harder for an older child. Using the example of a boy who is 10 at placement, let's go through his
adolescence according to Erikson.
For 18 months after your family welcomes the child home, until he is 12, the boy is working on
attachment. Then it is time for his defiance phase. Until the child is almost 14, he is oppositional,
argues with everything, and has fits of aggression. Now he’s entering high school, and it is time to
learn the social skills his peers learned in preschool.
At this stage you must allow for failure, let him be imaginative, and set up ways he can test skills
without being embarrassed. Scouting or martial arts classes where multi-age groups participate can
offer children a place to connect with whomever they feel comfortable. Preschoolers love hanging
out with “cool” older kids. Allowing older children to master interactions with much younger
children can be beneficial for both.
Some of our oldest kids really enjoy spending time with the youngest ones. We supervise the
interaction, and try to keep other siblings’ comments to a minimum. Finding situations in which the
youth can be both a leader and follower may also help during this stage.
Failure to resolve this stage, Erikson explains, causes immobilizing guilt. Children maybe be fearful,
hang back from groups, rely too heavily on adults, and have a limited ability to play and imagine.
Thus it is key to guide children through stage three so they can face stage four without fear or guilt.
Trying to rush them through stages because they are so much behind their peers is
counterproductive.

May 2010

Stage Four: 6 to 12 Years after Placement
Ego Development Outcome: INDUSTRY VS. INFERIORITY;
Basic Strengths: Method and Competence
“During this stage…we are capable of learning, creating and accomplishing numerous new skills and
knowledge, thus developing a sense of industry. This is also a very social stage of development and if
we experience unresolved feelings of inadequacy and inferiority among our peers, we can have serious
problems [with]…competence and self-esteem."5
Years after their peers, many adopted children reach a stage where they can make future plans. Up to
this point they have had a sense of inadequacy and inferiority that has eroded feelings of competence
and hurt their self-esteem. Fortunately, with support of dedicated parents, youth can still work through
stage four and learn to feel good about themselves.
Children who hit this stage at age five have years to test a variety of life choices. Older children who
still need to discover talents and interests must try many different things in an abbreviated timeframe.
It’s important to give youth plenty of chances to succeed and offer a lot of encouragement. Tasks that
your children do with you can increase their confidence and receptivity to new activities.
Schools and communities offer other options. Music, sports, drama, and other community ed classes
enable children to explore many avenues. We allow our stage four children to try a lot of activities and
ask only that they participate for one season before electing to opt out.
Final Thoughts
Parenting older adopted children requires patience, time, and realistic expectations. Keeping in mind
Erikson’s stages has helped me to parent my own children more effectively, and better prepare parents
as they plan to adopt and work through the first few years of placement.
Each stage takes longer than we might prefer. But just as we cannot expect a healthy two-year-old to
act like a 10-year-old, we cannot expect a 10-year-old child who is emotionally two to act his age.
When we take a step back, slow ourselves down, celebrate small victories, and walk through this
journey with our children, there can be healing for us all. END
Footnotes
1. Harder, Arlene F. , M.A., MFT. “The Developmental Stages of Eric Erikson.”
www.learningplaceonline.com/stages/organize/Erikson.htm. Support4Change. n.d. Web. 5 Nov.
2009.
2. Erikson, Erik. Insight and Responsibility. New York: W.W. Norton. 1964. p.118.
3. Harder, 2009.
4. "Stages of Social-Emotional Development in Children and Teenagers."
www.childdevelopmentinfo.com/development/erickson.shtml. Child Development Institute. n.d.
Web. 5 Nov. 2009.
5. Harder, 2009.
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Building Racial Identity:
Strategies and Practical Suggestions
By Beth Hall
General Approach:
It is important to teach your children that race is a fact of birth which no one has either chosen or
earned; and that being a racist is both a state of mind and a choice. It is essential to train your
children to recognize racism where it exists (not an easy task, since it also means training yourself).
Talk about racism and point it out when you encounter it. Minimizing racism's place in life may
unfortunately allow your children to feel responsible for racist behavior they have experienced; to
believe that they have somehow done something to deserve it; or perhaps to believe that you think
this could be the case.

Specific Strategies:
1. Look at the laundry list of your daily errands and life experiences. Whenever possible, choose to
surround yourself with people of your child's race or with other people of color.
2. When choosing professionals such as doctors, dentists, lawyers, and so on, allow race to be a
factor in your choice. It is essential that, wherever possible, you counterbalance our society's
generally negative stereotypes of and expectations for people of color.
3. Schools are very important places for children. Whenever possible, choose a school attended by
other children of color and by multiracial families, for this diversity always offers wonderful
opportunities for familiarization and identification. When choosing extracurricular classes or
lessons for your children, expose them to skills that will enhance their cultural competence. If
they are learning to cook, then choose classes where they can cook the foods common to their
ethnic heritage. Languages, art and sports: all can be chosen with an eye to building cultural
competence and personal connections within your children's racial or ethnic group of origin.
4. When going to the mall, movies or a restaurant, drive those few extra miles if it means being
somewhere frequented by other families of color. Your children benefit from every opportunity
to observe and join in with others of their race, rather than always being the "only one" of color
in a group; similarly, such experiences help to avoid the possibility that the only people of color
whom they know are other adopted children with White parents.
5. When taking vacations or sending your children to summer camps and other recreational
activities, choose places and experiences where they can be exposed to people of their own race.
Particularly if you live in a predominantly White area, these may offer some of the rare
opportunities for your child to be with and around people of color.
6. Groom your children so they look good all the time. Because of their membership in your family,
they may be watched more carefully and judged more stringently by people from their own racial
group(s). To give them the armor to feel good about themselves, help them to dress and groom
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themselves according to the "mainstream" styles of their own racial context rather than of yours.
Many opportunities can be found; to offer just two possibilities, African American girls commonly
wear long hair (avoiding short afros), oiled and combed (or brushed) daily and either worn up,
braided or well-coifed; Latina girls often wear pierced ears from infancy. These physical
manifestations not only become vehicles of good self-esteem but provide connecting links
between them and other children of their race who are growing up in same-race homes.
Expose your children early and often to the history of "their" people. Don't shy away from the
negative aspects of their history, for they need to understand the whole truth. Don't just give them
facts - point out why and how these facts relate to them personally. And make sure you not only
teach them yourself; whenever possible, let them hear from people of their own race so they can
understand the pride and importance of this shared history and experience.
Hold out high expectations for your children. Skill-mastery becomes one of the strongest building
blocks of self-esteem. Children of color often need the protection of personal success and
accomplishment to counterbalance society's lowered or negative expectations. Communicate to
your children your belief that they can be excellent at things for which they have talent and
strength and that they can do well in all things to which they set their minds. They need to know
that, while it takes hard work and great stamina to overcome difficult odds, this struggle is their
legacy and they should not allow others' diminished expectations to limit their determination to
achieve.
Give your children the social and interpersonal skills to act "appropriately" in their cultural context
as well as in yours. In order to teach this lesson, you must first explore and recognize the
differences between these two. Then you need to clarify for your children the difference between
acceptable behavior within the home and safety of the family and acceptable public behavior.
Children of color (and perhaps particularly those raised with White parents) are always scrutinized
carefully and will be susceptible to harsh judgments from outsiders. If you and your children
overlook this fact, then they will have a distinct disadvantage in their interactions with the world
when you're not with them. Politeness and knowledge of appropriate social mores can go a long
way to opening doors and relationships for our children.
Strengthening our children's sense of family identity and unity is essential to helping our children
manage the challenges of transracial adoption. Developing and reinforcing family rituals is an
important tool for creating this sense of family membership. Such rituals can help emphasize all
the similarities among a family's members, without denying the differences. Seek opportunities to
create rituals that clarify family membership. These family rituals, small or large, silly or somber,
can become simple parts of your family's life and can come to define being a member of your
family. They can involve things like eating family meals together at certain times during each week;
having special family songs, inside jokes or conversations; or developing and maintaining
ceremonies or traditions for certain events or holidays (innovative or traditional). There are
millions that you can create together; whatever your family's special blend, they are important and
essential tools to help both our children and ourselves feel like fully entitled members of our
families.

Copyright ©1998-2008 by Pact, An Adoption Alliance
http://www.pactadopt.org
info@pactadopt.org
Author Beth Hall can be Emailed at
beth@pactadopt.org

Permission to reprint this article
was given by Jeanne Lin and Beth
Hall at pactadopt.org
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Helping Your Child Develop
A Positive Racial/Ethnic Identity
By Jeanne Lin
What are the particular risks and challenges that transracial adoption presents to identity development
for the child? What challenges does the adopted person's identity development present to the
transracial family system? What specific kinds of issues and conflicts might arise and, importantly,
what can we do to handle them? In asking these questions, I am specifically referring to families in
which at least one parent is Caucasian and the adopted child is a person of color.
I should begin by saying that I am not a parent, nor am I an adopted person. I am a clinical
psychologist who has long been interested in the issue of racial identity development. I had the
opportunity recently to attend a workshop sponsored by Pact on transracial adoption and was
particularly intrigued by the spirited discussion among workshop participants who described their
experiences with race issues, race differences, and racism as parents of children of color.
One of the participants, the adoptive parent of a three-year-old African American child, shared a
recent experience he had had with his son. The father, a Caucasian man, described his reaction when
his son turned to him one day and said, "Daddy, when I grow up, I want to look just like you." The
father was immediately alarmed. Was this a sign that his son was ashamed of his own skin color? That
he wanted to be White? How should he handle this? But it then occurred to him that perhaps this
was not so much a racial issue as a normal developmental one (i.e. wanting to look like one's Dad).
He then wondered whether parents who adopt transracially are so alert to possible problems in
racial identity development that they at times pathologize what is essentially a normal developmental
process.
This father made what seemed to me to be a rather astute observation. That is, that our concern
about optimal racial identity development may at times obscure our awareness of and distort our
interpretation of normative developmental processes. This is an important and often overlooked
point. However, is there more involved in understanding this scenario?
It does seem natural, on the one hand, for a child to wish to grow up to be "just like Dad" in every
way. In fact ,one could argue that for the adoptive relationship, this identification is not only natural
but highly desirable, for it signals that an important attachment bond is being established between
child and parent. However, what this child expressed (and what seemed to be the cause for initial
concern) was his desire specifically to "look just like" his dad. This may seem at first to be a small
distinction, but there are reasons to think it not so insignificant.
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We might note that, in addition to developing an attachment bond, this child is also developing a
powerful identification with his father. It should be pointed out that a positive identification with a
same-sex role model (typically, one's parent) is optimal if not essential to developing a healthy
concept of who we are.
But what does it mean for this African American child to become identified with his Caucasian
father? The racial difference between them is no small matter. Even if one chooses to de-emphasize
this difference, it is one to which others will frequently react. The very physical nature of race
differences make it difficult to ignore.
"Race," and to a lesser extent "social class," are two highly salient dimensions on which we make
distinctions between people in our culture. In fact, children demonstrate an awareness of racial
differences as early as two and three years of age. Depending on their experience, children may also
be aware very early in life of power differences that exist between racial groups. So what is the
impact of this knowledge on a transracially-adopted child? That one particular race is more highly
valued and privileged than another is a condition all people of color must grapple with. How one
develops a healthy self-esteem in the face of this knowledge is a critical developmental issue for
children and adolescents of color, regardless of parental history.
Thus, identification with one's parent may produce highly positive fruits for a child's self-esteem
(assuming of course, a positive role model). At the same time, the reality of their race difference
poses a more complex and challenging task to the child as (s)he approaches the developmental
steps of integrating his or her own racial identity.
Consider for example, the Caucasian adoptive mother of a Latina adolescent who shared a
particularly painful experience which had recently ensued with her daughter. Her daughter was
beginning to identify with her Latina roots, spending her time exclusively with her Latina friends
and participating in more cultural activities. The mother had been very supportive of her daughter's
interest and encouraged her connections with Latino culture throughout her childhood. She was,
then, especially hurt when her daughter began verbally castigating her mother for being White. The
mother felt both hurt and confused, since she had been very supportive of her daughter and wanted
to continue to be so, but understandably did not appreciate being treated as "the enemy."
Models of racial (minority) identity development describe a developmental process that begins with
identification with and conformity to the values of the host culture. This may include belief in the
negative stereotypes about one's own group. As one begins to identify with the experience of being
part of an oppressed group (i.e. to comprehend experiences of racism and discrimination and
identify with that experience), an attitudinal and conceptual shift occurs in which one begins to
grasp the full import and weight of what it means to be part of an oppressed group. Anger and
resentment toward members of the dominant group are common, as are polarized feelings about
"us" and "them" and a rejection of things associated with the dominant group. Only later, as one
begins to live within life's "gray areas," so to speak, does one begin to confront the inconsistencies
of this perspective. Grappling with such inconsistencies will ideally foster the development of a
more nuanced world view.
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As children approaches adolescence, they may become increasingly aware of the consequences of
race. For example, they will have to determine how they will experience the fact that, in our society,
important distinctions about people are often made on the basis of their race. That is, race matters.
And what will they do with the knowledge that their race/ethnicity is one about which many negative
assumptions are made? How will they understand the fact that their parent not only does not share
this racial status, but that the parent belongs to a group which, as a group, oppresses members of the
child's racial group? Or the fact that, as a member of that group, the parent is accorded privileges the
child will not have?
If it is painful to read these questions, imagine how it must feel to be an adolescent and to live with
them. Anger, envy, loneliness, and confusion are all normal and expectable responses. In fact, the
feelings that this knowledge evokes can be so uncomfortable that some individuals defend against
feeling them by denying that racial differences matter at all. "Why do people make such a big deal
about race? People are just people." "The only race I'm a member of is the human race." This
reaction can occur for the parent as well as the child.
When adolescents begin to understand the impact of race differences, they may have very rigid views
of one race vs. another; that is, seeing all Whites as racist, or all members of their own ethnic group as
trustworthy. This acknowledgment of the negative aspects of race differences may threaten the family
bonds the transracial family has worked hard to achieve. Parents as well as children may feel
alienated, rejected, confused, and misunderstood. In such an event, trust, patience, and
communication are sorely needed, but often in short supply.
In the latter stages, adolescents begin to grapple with experiences which do not conform to their
previously constructed schema. In doing so, they ideally develop a more integrated understanding of
race differences and of themselves. For example, if "we" are the victims and can only trust on
another, and "they" are the oppressors, how do we make sense of the experience of being betrayed or
injured by someone from one's own group? Further, how do we make sense of our relationship with
our parents? How do we understand our loving feelings toward people who resemble those who hurt
us?

What Parents Can Do:
•

•

•

Do try to make clear your commitment to your relationship. This is especially hard in the
face of rejection, but especially crucial to your child that you are able to do so. It may help to
remind yourself that your child likely feels as confused and uncertain as you do.
Do acknowledge the pain behind their anger. If you are a Caucasian parent of a child of color,
you have been granted a privilege in this life that your child will never fully share, and it seems
reasonable to expect that there will be a certain amount of pain for both of you as you
comprehend this difference between you.
Do acknowledge and accept the anger that may come with the pain. This does not mean that
you tolerate unacceptable behavior. Acknowledging that they have a right to be angry,
validating the reasons they are angry, and commiserating with them about injustices they
observe and experience will go a long way toward helping them to work through their feelings
and to strengthen the bond between you.
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Don't try to deny, explain away, or make excuses for what they experience as racism. "I'm
sure he didn't mean it." "I don't think she would consciously do something to hurt you."
These may be true statements, but they are not what your children need to hear from you.
Instead of being reassuring, such statements will only convey that you can't possibly
understand their experience, or worse, that you don't believe them.
Don't get caught up in feeling guilty for your race. If your children are hurt by a racist
comment or behavior, try to help them make the distinction between humane and respectful
vs. abusive behavior, rather than using a racial generalization to explain why this occurred. It
will be important for your child to hear you acknowledge that some White people really do
abuse their power to hurt others, especially when you are Caucasian and the person who hurt
them is, too.
Do model appropriate reactions to racism. A friend who adopted a child of East Indian and
Native American heritage recently took her eight-year-old daughter to see the movie
"Pocahontas." Her daughter complained about the fact that the movie referred to the Indians
as "savages," whispering to her mother, "Isn't that rude?" whenever they made that reference.
The mother laughed half-apologetically as she told this to me ("Oh, God, she can't even enjoy
Pocahontas!") and said she shouldn't be surprised at her daughter's reaction, since she and her
husband "make comments like that all the time."
In fact, by this model, her mother was helping her child to externalize racist remarks rather
than to internalize them. It is they who use such demeaning words who are rude, rather than
she who is a "savage." This is a critical coping skill to develop for children of color to handle
the onslaught of negative messages they will likely encounter in their lives. It is through the
observations and modeled anger of their parents that they will be able to do this.

Of course, no one can know the perfect way to respond to insensitive remarks all the time. In fact,
my most frequent response to racist insensitivity is shocked disbelief and stunned silence. It is only
later that we gnash our teeth and think up clever ways to handle the situation. Giving yourself
permission not to handle racial insults perfectly is to acknowledge your humanness. Don't be
ashamed. It's not you or your children who need be embarrassed. Use whatever reaction you had to
process the event with your children. "Wow. Can you believe he said that? My jaw just dropped open;
I didn't know what to say!" Make a game out of all the things you wish you had said. Sharing and
processing these experiences is an important way to externalize racism.
Don't expect yourself to have all the answers. You have spent your life understanding the world
through your eyes. As you share your life with your children, you will see life through theirs. Don't be
afraid to talk about your fears and concerns and share your experiences with other families. You have
a very special and unique life experience, but you are not alone.
Copyright ©1998-2008 by Pact, An Adoption Alliance
http://www.pactadopt.org
info@pactadopt.org
Author Jeanne Lin can be Emailed at
drjeanlin@comcast.net

Permission to reprint this article
was given by Jeanne Lin and Beth
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Robbie's Trail through Adoption
Robbie Rabbit learns his foster parents want to adopt him and that he won't see his
birthmother anymore. Robbie's caseworker, therapist and foster parents help him
deal with these emotions as he prepares for his final visit with birthmom. This story
comes with a 24-page downloadable PDF adult guide for $14.99 plus s/h. Or, we can
ship the story to you along with a hard-copy guide for $19.99 plus s/h; adult guide
may ship separately. Story features full-color illustrations and includes several pages
of children's activities at back of book. Adult guide is 24 pages, 8.5" x 11". (Adult
guide not shown in photo at left.) Discounts available on quantities of 25 or more.

Wanting to Belong
A Robbie Reader. In this story, Robbie Rabbit feels a bit left out while at his foster home.
Feeling like he doesn't belong, he breaks something and attracts the immediate attention of
his foster parents. His smart foster parents realize that Robbie is seeking attention,
considers why that might be, and then takes steps to help him feel more included.
16 pages (includes two pages of children's activities in back of book). Full-color
illustrations. Book size: 8.5" x 5.5". Price: $5.99 plus shipping/handling. Discounts available

"What is Adoption?" brochure
Designed for children, this brochure explains adoption and how the process generally
works. It also addresses commonly asked questions and explains the role of people such
as caseworkers, therapists, guardians ad litem and CASA volunteers. Features full-color
illustrations. Sold only in increments of 25.

For further information, check out Robbie the Rabbit’s Website at:
http://www.robbietherabbie.com
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