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Mikel, age 13
Mikel is a funny, happy and enjoy-
able kid to be around! He is easy 
to get along with and loves being 
part of a family. Mikel appreciates 
anything to do with technology, 
especially iPads. Some of his favor-
ite activities include playing in the 
park, riding his bike, listening to 
music, and playing video games. 

 Mikel is a strong willed eighth 
grader who enjoys daily outings 
with this teachers. He currently 
benefits from an IEP (Individualized 
Education Plan), speech and occu-
pational therapies, and counseling. 
It is expected that Mikel will need 
assistance as an adult, but he can 
have an excellent life! 

 The caseworker prefers a two-par-
ent family with a mom and a dad, 
two moms or two dads, in which 
Mikel can be the youngest child. 
Financial assistance may be avail-
able for adoption-related services. 

 This is a legal risk adoptive place-
ment. Reunification services have 
been terminated and the current 
goal is adoption. When an adop-
tive placement has been identified 
parental rights will be terminated. 

 For Utah children, only home-
studied families from all states are 
encouraged to inquire.

Photo by: Karen Melby-Teerlink

If	 you	 are	 interested	 in	 any	 of	 the	
children	 featured	 in	 this	 publica-
tion, please	 contact	 The	 Adoption	
Exchange at 801-265-0444 or visit 
www.utahadopt.org.
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RESOURCE DATABASE
The Resource Database was created to help support families once adoption had taken place. It is a great resource for mental health 
professionals, foster and adoptive parents, or parents in general for children who may have special needs or simply looking for 
additional support. We strive to serve those across the whole spectrum. This database is a free service offered to anyone in need of 
resources and support. You can refine your search by county, age of your child, and what type of resource you are in need of. Some 
examples of what this database includes are: Mental Health Services such as counselors who specialize in adoption, respite care, 
and support groups for adults as well as children.

LENDING LIBRARY 
Parenting is a challenging task under the best of circumstances. Parenting children who have experienced trauma requires addi-
tional skills. The Lending Library was created to deliver information and knowledge to parents and professionals who work with 
children who have challenges.
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By: Tracy DeeWhitt, reprinted with permission

 “Racially Conscientious” Parenting in a 
“Colorblind” Society

Shortly after my adopted newborn son 
arrived, whenever we were out in public, 
we drew frequent stares and questions 
from strangers. Though we live in a racially 
diverse neighborhood, I didn’t expect the 
sight of a middle-aged White man carrying 
an African American infant peering out from 
a colorful chest-worn sling to be such an 
attention grabber. 

When White people looked at us, they often 
seemed curious about the nature of our 
relationship, but few would ask questions. 
The unspoken code of etiquette was feigned 
“colorblindness,” trying not to notice racial 
difference. Some genuinely expressed how 
cute my son was, while others over-empha-
sized the point, as if to prove their racial 
tolerance. Some tried to touch my son’s hair, 
perhaps feeling more license to explore a 
seemingly exotic feature. I’d quickly reposi-
tion my son out of their reach.

Black adults and children were more direct, 
questioning whose kid this was and where I 
got him. Though often abrupt, they seemed 
sincere in looking out for this child as one 
of their own. Viewing me with suspicion is 
justifiable when you look at the big picture, 
where even well intentioned White people 
still don’t have the best track record for 
effectively dealing with privilege, cultural 
differences or persistent inequality. 

As an educator by profession—and one who 
leads trainings about racial justice—I ap-
proach these interactions as “teachable mo-

ments.” They’re also “learnable moments” for 
me, for each has its own nuances needing 
skillful navigation. Instead of taking offense 
to intrusive questions or avoiding difficult 
conversations, I try to embrace them with 
patience and openness. I make exceptions 
when someone’s downright rude, but that’s 
rare. Sometimes I get things right, but often, 
I figure out later what I wish I would’ve said.
For years, I deliberated over my options 
for creating a family. I knew the choice of 
an open transracial adoption of a newborn 
Black child by a single gay White dad would 
involve daily and lifelong learning about an 
array of complex social dynamics. Since I 
wasn’t just making choices about my own 
life, my concerns provided plenty of fodder 
for sleepless nights. My hope was, and still 
is, that we’d find a way through the chal-
lenges, all the more wiser and perhaps even 
closer. I plunged into parenthood, fully 
embracing the steep learning curve ahead, 
but still so unprepared. I knew I would have 
to draw on all my training in racial justice 
work, and reach out to find new resources 
as well—like Pact’s Family Camp, where both 
my son and I return each summer to connect 
with and learn from other families like ours.

As a White person traveling solo, I can go 
about my business mostly unconscious, 
unnoticed and uninterrupted. With my son 
in the same places, a lot changes. I can only 
begin to imagine him, as a Black youth or 
grown man, traveling these very places on 
his own. He’s sure to encounter a whole 
different set of reactions with pedestrians, 

shopkeepers, teachers, prospective employ-
ers, landlords or police officers. These seem-
ingly mundane interactions are connected to 
a web of cultural stereotypes, media images, 
biased institutions and unfair laws.

The way he’ll need to respond will be differ-
ent than the way I choose to respond, and 
we have to stay in sync when we’re to-
gether. My White skin gets me over in ways 
his dark skin will not. I’m given the benefit of 
the doubt that I’m a normal upright citi-
zen doing the right thing. I carry my racial 
privilege in all routine matters, regardless of 
how anti-racist or racist I may be. My son 
won’t be given such a pass and he’ll need to 
be prepared.  

As my son nears seven years of age, the 
public interactions are changing. On our last 
airline trip, a security agent upon noticing 
our racial difference, looked my son directly 
in the eye while pointing at me, and asked 
him “Who is this man?” Fortunately, my son 
didn’t joke back, as he’s quite capable of do-
ing. I realized I hadn’t prepared him enough 
for airport scrutiny, where he could easily be 
racially profiled. 

Last year, as a kindergartener at the local 
public school, when my son took another 
child’s show-and-tell toy and hid it in his 
locker, he was sent to the principal’s office 
with a formal disciplinary referral for steal-
ing. It landed him an in-school detention and 
a call home from the principal. I never imag-
ined I’d have to discuss with school person-

5
By: Terry Keleher
Reprinted with permission from PACT an Adoption Alliance
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nel the absurdity of applying Zero Tolerance 
policies to five-year olds. 

As the parent of a Black child and member 
of a “conspicuous family,” race will always be 
a conscious part of our daily lives. But being 
conscious about racism shouldn’t be limited 
to families of color or mixed-race families, 
just as being unconscious about racism 
shouldn’t be a luxury for so many White 
families. 

By all key indicators, most White people 
fare much better than most people of color 
because of past and continuing bias. Yet, we 
downplay the disparities and dally with the 
delusion of a “colorblind” and “post-racial” 
society. Racism won’t disappear because of 
wishful thinking or blind magic. Replicating 
this denial in our homes and families, only 
perpetuate the inequities.

Instead of “colorblind parenting” where we 
try to protect our kids from racism by pre-
tending it doesn’t exist, we need to embrace 
“racially conscientious parenting” where we 
prepare our children and ourselves to deal 
with our racialized reality so we can change 
it. It means choosing to become consciously 
and actively part of the solution instead 
of unconsciously and passively part of the 
problem. Parents have a particularly influ-
ential role to play in shaping the awareness 
and abilities of our children and in breaking 
down the barriers and bias of our neighbor-
hood institutions, from schools and busi-
nesses to government agencies and social 
services.

Though I’m learning by the day, I’ve gleaned 
some tips for racially conscientious parent-
ing that can also be helpful for grandparents, 
guardians, teachers and others involved in 
childraising. 

#1. Acknowledge and discuss the 
reality of racism. 
Addressing racism involves seeing and lis-
tening more carefully, and speaking up when 
something’s wrong. Don’t be “colorblind” or 
“race-mute,” for avoidance is unhelpful and 
silence is complicity. We must illuminate rac-
ism in order to eliminate racism. As adults, 
we can step up and initiate ongoing and 
age-appropriate discussions about race. We 
can learn through practice how to lead and 
model constructive, validating and enlight-
ening conversations. 

I began talking with my son about race at an 
early age. We’ve discussed how sometimes 
people don’t get treated fairly because of 
their skin color and how they’ve had to 
stand up for their rights. I’ve explained that 

I’m called “White” even though my skin is 
tan, and he’ll often be called “Black,” though 
his skin is brown. We talk about current 
events, like a few summers back when a 
group of Black children weren’t allowed to 
swim in a Pennsylvania pool. These con-
versations are as natural as talking about 
the changing weather and safely crossing 
the street. I’m helping him understand his 
reality so he’s equipped to deal with it. and I 
want him to know that it’s OK to talk openly 
about race, especially with me, and hope-
fully with others. 

#2. Learn to understand and 
challenge institutional racism.  
Racism is not simply personal prejudice, but 
rather, a system of institutional inequality. 
It’s not enough to try and change yourself or 
other individuals. We also have to change in-
stitutions that have biased practices and unfair 
policies. Chances are, racial profiling by the po-
lice, predatory lending by financial institutions, 
discrimination by landlords and employers, and 
the exploitation of immigrants are occurring 
daily in your community. Instead of ignoring 
or accepting this, parents can work to make 
things fair, where all children and families have 
equal rights, respect and opportunities.

Schools are a great place to start challenging 
institutional racism since most families have 
direct experience with them. When parents 
at my son’s racially diverse school learned of 
a proposed policy change that would make it 
easier for the district’s wealthier and whiter 
schools to obtain more computer equipment, 
we started a petition and presented it as a 
group to the school board. For we know that 
the so-called “racial achievement gap” is often 
a reflection of a resource gap, where unequal 
inputs yield unequal outcomes. 

If the advanced placement classes are filled 
with mostly White students, if the curriculum 
is perpetuating stereotypes, if there aren’t 
many teachers of color, you can do something 
about it. Ask questions, talk with students 
about their experiences, request public 
documents, organize parents, talk to elected 
officials, notify the media and take public ac-
tion. If you’re White, you don’t have to wait for 
people of color to complain first. You can be 
change agents and agitators, by speaking out 
when something’s wrong, as well as allies to 
people of color.  

#3. Offer proactive solutions to 
advance racial justice.
Reacting to racism is necessary, but not 
sufficient to bring about change. Instead of 
dwelling on “Who’s a racist,” it’s more useful 
to ask “What’s causing the racial inequality?” 

and “What can be done to make things fair? 
These questions move you from a reactive 
to a proactive framework. They also shift the 
focus from individuals and their intentions, 
to institutions and their impacts. We need to 
suggest concrete proposals that actually ad-
vance equity, inclusion, diversity and unity. By 
offering viable alternatives and doable actions, 
you can cut through resistance and recruit 
unlikely allies.

In some Chicago schools with highly biased 
and punitive disciplinary practices, parents 
and students have introduced restorative 
justice programs. Some schools have imple-
mented new curricula to accurately teach 
about racial histories and cultures. Look 
around and the possibilities are endless. Per-
haps your public library needs more comput-
ers for those who don’t have them at home; 
maybe your local hospital could devote 
more profits to health care for low-income 
families. Many positive models already exist. 
It just takes proactive thinking and persis-
tent action.

#4. Learn by taking action. 
Most racism is not perpetrated with intent 
or malice; it’s perpetuated through silence 
and inaction. Only when we move from 
words to action will real learning and change 
begin. You’ll gain clarity and confidence as 
you take action, risks and leadership. You’ll 
expand your insights, skills, connections and 
support. The path forward may not always 
be clear and direct, but moving from where 
we’re stuck to a place of new possibilities is 
well worth the journey.

Racially conscientious parenting involves 
awareness and action, commitment and 
courage, patience and persistence. These 
are all transferable traits we hone in other 
aspects of parenting. Racism insidiously 
replicates itself, but as parents, we are well 
positioned to be on the frontline of change. 
If we keep our eyes on the prize—racial eq-
uity for all—we can start at home, then work 
outward in our communities to build real 
and lasting change. Teaching, by example, 
how to create a more just world is one of 
the greatest gifts we can give our children.
__________________________________________

This article was previously published by Pact an 
Adoption Alliance for more information visit 
www.pactadopt.org  

Terry Keleher is a parent, as well as a racial justice 
educator with Race Forward: The Center for 
Racial Justice Innovation, which builds awareness, 
solutions, and leadership for racial justice, and 
publishes ColorLines.com.
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Have you been driving down the freeway or highway and noticed billboards offering free classes for dads or 
stepfamilies?  Have you wondered what it was all about? Healthy Relationships Utah, a Utah State University Extension 
initiative, provides many types of research-based relationship education courses throughout the state of Utah. These 
courses are free to attend and are taught by educated and qualified facilitators, many with backgrounds in family life 
education.  

Adoptive parents, especially those who adopt kids from troubled backgrounds, recognize the importance of 
relationships. As parents, our goal is to create loving relationships within our family, regardless of how it was formed. 
While most people recognize this truth and strive to improve these bonds, resources can be tough to access and 
understand. Foster parents have access to classes, but once adoption takes place, classes geared towards enhancing 
relationships can be hard to find. The following are courses taught by Healthy Relationships Utah. All classes are fun, 
interactive and informative! 

Fatherhood Education 

Dads Matter! Research is beginning to show just how much fathers matter in the lives of their children. However, most 
parenting education has traditionally focused on mothers. These courses change that trend. Fatherhood Education 
courses are great for dads who want to invest a few hours to enhance the relationships with their children in the long 
run. These programs are suitable for fathers or father-figures within two-parent, single parent, or co-parent family 
structures. 

Home Run Dads 

The Home Run Dads course teaches relationship, parenting, and job readiness skills around a baseball theme where 
fathers are the coaches, and kids are the players. Topics include: 

 Effective communication 
 Proper Rewards and Consequences 
 Creating Positive Memories 
 Balancing Commitments 

Fathering with Love and Logic™ 

The Fathering with Love and Logic™ course is based off the well-known Parenting the Love and Logic Way™ curriculum. 
Topics include: 

 Teaching Responsibility 
 Preventing Arguments and Avoiding Power Struggles 
 Enforcing Limits with Love 
 Natural/Logical Consequences 

Couple Education 

Couple LINKS 

The Couple LINKS course teaches adults in married or committed relationships the skills necessary for 
building/maintaining a happy relationship, or repairing a distressed one. Topics include: 

 Intimacy and Romantic Love 
 Developing and Maintaining Trust 
 Forgiveness 
 Resiliency and Commitment 
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Parenting Education 

Parenting with Love and Logic™ 

Through ready to use take-home skills, the Parenting the Love and Logic Way™ course aims to enhance parent-child 
relationships, reduce the strain in family life, and provide skills to take the stress out of parenting. Topics include: 

 Putting an End to Arguing, Back Talk, and Begging 
 Teaching Responsibility Without Losing Love 
 Setting Limits Without Waging War 
 Guiding Children to Solve Their Own Problems Effectively 

Singles Education 

How to Avoid Falling for a Jerk or Jerkette 

The How to Avoid Falling for a Jerk or Jerkette course (also known as PICK a partner) teaches singles what to look for in a 
healthy relationship, and identify key markers of an unhealthy relationship. Topics include: 

 The 3 Most Important Warning Signs of Difficult Partners 
 Key Areas to Get to Know Someone You’re Dating 
 Keeping Your Heart Safe and Judgement Sound 

Stepfamily Education 

Smart Steps: Embrace the Journey 

Stepfamily education utilizes the Smart Steps: Embrace the Journey curriculum in teaching partners’ skills for tackling the 
unique situations stepfamilies are faced with. The course is free for the entire family and on-site childcare is provided for 
children under 5. This curriculum is also great for adoptive families, especially those who have adopted older children. 
Topics include: 

 Managing Life Changes 
 Handling Emotion 
 Effective Communication 
 Navigating Conflict 

To register for any of these free courses, visit HealthyRelationshipsUtah.org and click on “Take a Free Class” to find out 
when these courses are offered near you! 
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Children usually enter their adoptive homes 
after orphanage stays or foster care place-
ments with a disorganized attachment style. 
That means that their pattern of relating 
to and getting close to parents will be a 
confusing mixture of behaviors and attitudes 
that do not really mesh. The child’s signals 
that they want to be close to parents tend 
to be muted, contradictory, or an unusual 
mix of closeness followed by rejection. 
Children’s disorganized attachment styles 
make it difficult for their parents to predict 
how their children will react. Some parents 
feel unwanted or unappreciated—others feel 
smothered.

One of the most wearing issues to parents is 
that they find that they are being controlled, 
either by children being oppositional in a di-
rect way, or through a role reversal in which 
children try to take care of parents or want 
to take on the job of parents. The message 
to parents seems to be “You aren’t doing it 
right,” or “You can’t be trusted.” Even parents 

who are steady, sensitive, successful parents 
can start to feel unsure about their parent-
ing. As they get weary, they feel like getting 
tough, avoiding their children, or parenting with 
high emotion in order to stop the controlling 
behaviors. If parents move into the these ex-
tremes, they find themselves uncannily similar 
to children’s former parents–with whom their 
child formed the disorganized style in the first 
place. Of course, then parents feel very guilty. 
The goal is to help parents with an awareness 
of the possible reactions as a normal tension in 
placement. Parents can steer clear of reactive 
parents and obtain good self-care right from 
the onset.

Why do some children have such an effect on 
parents? Children’s brain patterns are ones that 
parents can “read” in a primitive, non-verbal 
ways. Parents feel some of their children’s con-
fusion, approach-avoidance, and fear drama. 
The children’s inconsistent brain patterns and 
behaviors are disorienting to parents—as well 
as very wearing on the parent’s own neurol-

ogy. They can feel that they are in a state of 
confusion. “What do I do next?” or “What 
does that mean?” Some parents remember 
childhood or teen events during which they 
were treated with disrespect or even abused. 
As these memories come up, worn parents 
can react as if their child is their adversary.

In this workshop we will look at the ways that 
self-care keeps parents on track. We have 
research projects that show that the parents 
who continue to persevere in sensitive, 
steady, and nurturing parenting are those 
parents whose children begin moving into 
secure attachments. Those children become 
the children who are the most resilient.

Secure attachments are the predictors of 
who is most likely to recover after childhood 
neglect or trauma. Secure attachments flour-
ish when parents are nurturing, sensitive, 
balanced, consistent with consequences and 
supported in their parenting. Parents will 
need good self-care in order to maintain their 

It’s a Marathon, Not a Sprint: 
Your Self-Care and Why It Matters

By: Deborah	Gray,	MPA,	LCSW
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sensitivity, their nurturing qualities, and their 
home structure–essential for children who 
are behind in behavioral control.

Brain-based research shows that parents 
who are connecting closely with their chil-
dren have the opportunity to shape their 
children’s brains. Their children begin to 
develop better abilities to reduce stress as 
they mirror their parent’s brain patterns. Par-
ents and children can have a brain-to-brain 
connection when parents are taking time to 
relate closely to their children. We do not 
have to share DNA to change the expres-
sion of DNA in our children’s minds. Parents 
are able to stimulate brain cell growth in the 
“right” areas simply by close connections with 
their children. However, it can be a struggle 
to stay nurturing and steady while getting to 
the place while this can occur. The following 
are tips to help parents along the way.

Parent Self-Care

Sleep. Getting enough sleep is one of the 
easiest and most effective choices that par-
ents can make for themselves. Lack of sleep 
makes parents want to hide from difficult 
children. It causes more of a wincing reac-
tion than a “I am available for you” reaction 
to their children. Sleep is critical to success. 
Parents should routinely get a full eight hours 
of sleep. While this goes against the grain 
of society, specialized parenting is almost 
impossible to do with inadequate sleep. Pro-
fessionals will need to depend on their own 
regulation capacities in order to help regulate 
not just the child, but the parents. Profes-
sionals who are working in the field should 
also work on their sleep. It helps keep them 
positive in therapy or casework.

Pleasurable	Hobbies. Parents do well to 
maintain some hobby or interest that has 
special value just to them. It should not be 
involved with their child’s success or lack of 
success. It is a pleasant escape that satisfies 
the parent.  Parents with a difficult child put 
in a yard with scent appeal. Another parent 

began quilting. Yet another began kick-
boxing. The appeal of the hobby is that it 
feeds the creativity of the participant. It 
removes the parent from constantly fulfill-
ing a role. They are nurturing themselves, 
which is part of good self-care.

Margins	of	Time	and	Energy. Parents 
do best with high-stress children if they 
allow themselves margins of time to work 
within. Parents need to supply extra 
energy with scant warning at times. They 
will need to rework schedules–putting 
in extra minutes and extra space for is 
their children have an issue. It is a knack 
to protect this time without guilt. One 
parent described it in a matter-of-fact 
way, “I told my neighbor that I could not 
pick up her daughter daily, even though it 
is on the way to the kid’s school. It would 
put daily pressure on me to make that 
stop on time, since I could only succeed 
if everything went perfectly. I wouldn’t 
be a good friend to myself if I placed that 
burden on myself.”

Quiet	time	to	process.	When parents 
have new and difficult events in their 
lives, lots of information has to be pro-
cessed. Problematically, the old ways in 
which we have defined our lives– safety, 
beliefs, roles, may have to change. Most 
people need to do a revision of their 
world view in order to fit the new circum-
stances of their lives. They need quiet 
time in which to do this thinking. Para-
doxically, almost all anxious children are 
noisy. It is critical for parents, especially 
stay-at-home mothers, to have an hour a 
day of simple quiet at their disposal. This 
time should not be spent running errands, 
but instead should be quiet time to play 
or process information. One woman walks 
her dog or plays with him on the porch. 
A couple takes turns reading aloud while 
they sit in the hot tub.

Thinking	of	sports,	beauty,	goodness,	
and	loveliness.	When we are attaching 

to a child, we encounter their pain, loss, and 
fear. We will feel entwined with these emo-
tions. To keep a balance, and to keep from 
becoming overwhelmed by a despair, we 
need to spend ample time with healthy and 
positive experiences. Having flowers in the 
house, going to football games, eating great 
deli food, visiting an art show, and watch-
ing classic movies with good endings are all 
examples of protecting a positive attitude in 
life.

Fifty	Pleasures.	When parents are worn out 
and dejected, it may be because they have 
an endless to-do list—and have deleted the 
fun or enjoyable things in life. I like to see 
them make a list of 50 items. The list might 
include going to a movie, putting scent in the 
bath water, getting a latte, painting toe nails, 
sleeping in on Saturday morning, arranging 
flowers, poking around in a hardware store, 
making love, and so forth. Every week, the 
person will need to be able to get 50 check 
marks on the list. You can use the same item 
more than once. For example, you could 
drink a latte a day, and make love twice a 
day to boost the number to a quick 21. The 
theory is that life has just stopped being 
pleasurable because there is not enough pos-
itive reinforcement. This exercise helps to get 
the “to do” list redefined so that the positive 
reinforcement comes up dramatically.

Support	Group. How refreshing it is to meet 
with other people who are doing similar 
parenting! Finding parents who have children 
with similar challenges, who require similar 
parenting approaches, makes a big difference 
in feeling understood. Often agencies can re-
fer parents to other parents who adopted or 
fostered, but who are a little further along in 
their journeys. These connections are invalu-
able in normalizing the specific challenges 
that parents have to face.

Re-set	your	body	rhythm. When we spend 
time in nature, or sit in a hot tub, or take 
walks, our bodies have a chance to regain 
their natural rhythms. When we spend time 
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with an intense child, sometimes our body 
pacing starts setting to their rhythm—re-
flecting their feelings of fear and distress. 
Parents need to regain their own peace of 
mind. Taking short breaks during the day will 
help to accomplish this re-set. I am a great 
believer in “coffee breaks” for stay-at-home 
parents. Listening to music that is set at a 
tempo of 40-60 beats per minute will help 
parents to regulate themselves. The piano 
music of George Winston, in which he plays 
out nature themes, is used by some parents 
for their children. It works equally well for 
parents.

Nurture	Spirituality.	Tap into a Source of 
love bigger than yourself. Allow yourself to 
be loved and cherished by the Creator of the 
Universe and the Creator of these children. 
You are not just a tool or a role, you are loved 
and God delights in you. It helps to stay 
mindful of this throughout the day.

Put	on	Twenty	and	One	Hundred-Year	
Glasses.	What will really matter in 20 years 
and 100 years? Are you on course? If so, 
stay on course even while living in our cur-
rent culture that does not always value its 
people more than its things. As you care for 
your children, reassure yourself that you are 
investing correctly, and that it is normal to be 
counterculture.

Avoid	Pile-Ups.	Keep the household running 
smoothly and avoid the accumulation of un-
resolved issues. Get your taxes done, balance 
your accounts, shop for and eat healthy food, 
and get the household flowing smoothly. 
Families that end up in dissolution often have 
a pile-up of accumulated problems. Keep 
ahead of the curve. Do not hesitate to sim-
plify your life so that you can manage it.

Get	Help. If you feel yourself slipping, get 
help for yourself—not just your children. 
“Rent” the well-balanced and less-stressed 
brain of a therapist who is adoption-savvy. 
Import fresh energy and caring person who is 
watching out for your well-being.

Make	and	Keep	Good	Friends.	Don’t allow 
yourself to become isolated. Instead mark 
the calendar for dedicated time for friends. 
We all need each other to keep balanced, 
regulated, and happy.

Trauma	/Grief	Impact	on	the	Professional	
and	Parent.		We become witnesses to the 
child’s overwhelming grief, shame, terror, 
guilt, and confusion. We become responsible 
for the emotional support that will sustain 
the child through grieving.

We become intimately aware of egregious 
realities like the abandonment of children, 
injury of children, and death of parents.

We are asked to provide answers to life’s 
unsolvable problems.

We cannot communicate with our loved 
ones the issues in which we work.

We can experience confusion, disorientation, 
hyperarousal, and hypervigilance as we deal 
with trauma/loss themes.

We can experience compassion strain.

We can become numb, distant, angry, and in-
sensitive if we are not supported in our work.

We can become more interested in our cli-
ent’s or child’s life than our own.

We can require others to try to make up to 
the child, and to us, the injustices of life.

Our processed memories of grief and trauma 
can become activated, and we can become 
unstable.

We can feel compelled to change some-
thing—including jobs, relationships, homes, 
or religions—further destabilizing ourselves.
When children have had trauma in their lives, 
then it is important for parents to obtain the 
services of a trauma therapist. This is not a 
“do it yourself” project—even for parents who 

are professionals in the field. Many reputable 
studies now show that children who receive 
trauma therapy do much, much better than 
those who do not. Part of self-care is to 
share the burden of your child’s trauma with 
the therapist.
__________________________________________

More information on this subject can be 
found in Attaching with Love, Joy, and Hugs, 
Attaching in Adoption: Practical Tools for 
Today’s Parents and Nurturing Attachment: 
Creating Resilience after Trauma and Neglect. 
All are published by Jessica Kinglsey Press.

About	the	Author:

Deborah	Gray,	MPA,	
LICSW specializes in 
the attachment, grief, 
and trauma issues of 
children in her practice, 
Nurturing Attachments. 
Her passion is to help 
families develop close, satisfying relation-
ships. She has worked over 25 years in 
foster and adopted children’s therapies and 
placement. 

In 2015, Deborah received a lifetime 
achievement award from the International 
ATTACh organization for her contributions 
to the attachment field. Deborah is core 
faculty for the Attachment Therapy Certifi-
cate Program and Portland State University 
Post-Graduate program in Foster and Adop-
tion Therapy.

Deborah Gray is a popular presenter due to 
her practical and positive approaches. She 
continues to work in a clinical practice with 
parents and children, who help to teach her 
new approaches and techniques every day. 

Deborah is the author of the books, Attach-
ing in Adoption: Practical Tools for Today’s 
Parents, Nurturing Adoptions: Creating 
Resilience after Neglect and Trauma, and 
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Thoughts on Being Average
By: Lisa Greenhill, AdoptiveBlackMom.com
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I hang out in a number of online spaces looking, listening and learning. I’ve tried to capture so much of what I’ve learned on my 
parenting journey in this space. I’ve tried to be transparent about the things I’ve done well and the things I’ve failed at miserably. 
Sometimes, I really sit and think about how naïve I was when I first started. I had read a few books and read a few blogs, but boy was I 
green.

I also remember people asking me if i was ready to be a parent, as though choosing to adopt assumed greater preparation than having 
a biological child. I often responded, “Hell no, of course I have no idea what I’m getting into.” I mean, I took the PRIDE classes. I went 
to pre-adoptive support groups and listened to parents talk about their journeys. But, let’s be serious…are you ever really ready to be 
a parent?

I’ve learned a lot about therapeutic parenting and connected parenting and racially conscious parenting (the only one of which 
seemed intuitive to me). I’ve learned about adoptee voices. I’ve learned about other adoptive parents. I’ve sucked up a lot of info, and 
I’ve constructed a weird calculus to value each of the voices and info dependent on the situation.

And you know what? I’m still just an average bumbling parent. No better and no worse than any other average bumbling parent.

But it seems that the glare of observation and expectation seems so much brighter on adoptive parents. I don’t mean to pull out a 
mini-violin and whine or anything, but the parenting pedestals seem so much higher and the ravines we get dragged through seem so 
much lower. On one end of the spectrum, folks tell me I’m so awesome for “saving” Hope, insinuating that Hope should be grateful 
for our adoption. On the other end of the spectrum, the few vocal adoptees who mistake rudeness and toxicity with “reality” see and 
point out every parenting flaw I make and drive me into silence for fear of revealing just how average, or below average, my parenting 
might be. There is no grace on either end.

There hardly ever seems to be a middle ground, despite the reality that Hope and I are getting closer to whatever normal is every day.

I work very hard to be a good parent to Hope, and most days I feel like I am doing just okay. My end game has been if I am able to 
do more than simply keep her alive and as functional as she was when she came to me then that would be a version of success. Of 
course, I hope for so much more than that, but parenting is absurdly hard. If it would make parenting easier, I would probably do a few 
more dissertations, and that was no walk in the park, either.

I recently read a blog by an adoptee who wrote a pretty extensive list of things she wished her adoptive parents had done before 
choosing adoption. I felt really convicted because there seemed to be so little on that list that I had done; I just didn’t know. I was ig-
norant, and while I often don’t cut folks slack for their ignorance, I’m not sure how I could’ve ever known then what I know now. Even 
if I did know all that I know now back then, I’m not sure I would have applied it in the way my daughter would have appreciated.

Parenting is an evolutionary activity. We grow through it. We learn; we try to get it right. We often fall short. But my God, we try.

I remember in my early 20s rambling off a lengthy list of my parents flaws and foibles. Oh, they were true, and they probably served 
as barriers to their parenting perfection, a perfection that was and is elusive on a good day. I know better now. I see them as not just 
my parents but as people who, remarkably, had lives outside of me and my siblings. They did their best, and that was more than okay. 
They were and are amazing parents. I know that without any doubt; I see it so clearly.

I try to emulate them with a therapeutic spin. I try my best, and I hope that it is more than ok.

On the outside, adoption is rainbows and sparkles. On the inside, it can be very dark and tumultuous. Folks rarely gets to see what 
happens behind closed doors where everyone is fighting for survival. I do my best to fight with my daughter instead of against her. 
I fight for her. I try to apply every lesson I learn. I replay every family squabble to assess how I could handle it better. I try to provide 
every possible resource that I can access and afford. I problem solve as much as I can. I try my very best to be a good parent to Hope.

And if I’m lucky, I’m average. That’s real, and that’s okay.

So, whatever kind of parents we are, I hope that we can practice more grace with one another. I hope that Hope sees me as I am one 
day. I imagine that she will find that my parenting fell far short of what was needed or desired, but I also hope that as she continues 
to grow and evolve that she will know that I did my best not make things harder than they already were for her. I hope that as she lists 
the things I missed or failed that she will also see the things that I manage to get some kind of close to right. I hope that she will see 
me through lenses blessed with a bit of rosy grace. That would be nice.

If she doesn’t see me that way, it’s okay. It really is.

Average isn’t so bad.



There’s never been anything wrong with my 
intelligence, yet I am in special education. 
I was embarrassed about that at first, but 
the supports I get with my Individualized 
Education Plan (IEP) are helping me get to 
graduation.

The problems I had in school were emo-
tional, not intellectual. My adoptive parents 
were abusive.

School wasn’t a refuge—I was bullied for 
wearing hand-me-downs and glasses, and 
for having braces. I was tormented at home 
and at school.

But I’ve always loved to write, and my favor-
ite subject was English. In third grade, I had 
a teacher, Ms. Shelly, who was nice and en-
couraging. She said I was smart and gifted.
Ms. Shelly gave us lots of writing assign-
ments. One of my favorites was to write 
about what we wanted to be when we grew 
up. I wrote a full page about being a singer 
and dancer, including the songs I would per-
form, how I would treat my fans, and how it 
would feel to be famous. Ms. Shelly called 
my writing descriptive and encouraged me 
to write more.

I began to like school because of Ms. Shelly. 
When other kids bothered me she told them 
to stop. If I was having a bad day she talked 

to me. She was the only adult who was nice 
to me, and I felt a little better about myself.

Then, in fifth grade, my adoptive mother 
died, and I was put back into foster care. I 
thought that meant a fresh start, but it was 
more disappointment and grief. I got placed 
into homes with parents who talked down 
to me, hit me, and screamed at me. I often 
fought with the other foster children in 
these homes. By age twelve, I’d been in over 
sixteen foster homes.

I Didn’t Think
All that moving meant I was transferred 
from school to school. I never felt like I 
belonged anywhere. I didn’t get much 
support or encouragement from anyone in 
my elementary or middle schools. I still got 
bullied: I was called a nerd and was usually 
the new kid.

There were kids I had group work with who 
said hi and bye in the halls, but they weren’t 
friends. I watched kids eat lunch in their 
little cliques from the back of the lunch-
room. I was lonely.

I also had a short temper and a lot of 
bottled-up emotions because of the abuse. 
If I felt threatened, if someone looked at me 
wrong, I didn’t think. I just started hitting, 
not caring about the consequences until 
later.

My psychiatrist told me when I was eleven 
that I had Impulse Control Disorder. I 
thought, “Great, I’m already different from 
everyone else because I don’t have friends 
and am in foster care. Now I’m even more 
odd.” I had to take medication that made 
me feel sleepy and yet also anxious and 
awkward.

I tried to hide the meds and not take them. I 
didn’t like the fact that I had to take medica-
tion, but I realized that the medicine did 
help with my anger. I asked them to lower 
the dosage, and the side effects went away.

Chaos and Danger
At age fourteen, I finally got a good foster 
family, the Garcias. That stability eventually 
helped me calm down and control myself 
better, but it took a long time. My mom, 
Jenny Garcia, told me that she believed in 
me, that I was smart and had a lot of poten-
tial, but for a long time I didn’t believe it. My 
mindset was still “kill or be killed.” I fought 
whenever I felt overwhelmed or threatened.

The school I went to for ninth grade, after I 
moved in with the Garcias, didn’t help calm 
me down. As soon as I walked into the build-
ing I felt the tension. The kids were loud, 
and security guards stood near every exit 
and stairway. I didn’t feel safe, and I didn’t 
care whether I learned anything or even if I 

My IEP Has Me 
Headed to College
By: Selena Garcia 
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passed.
I got into a lot of fights and got suspended 
several times. Then my foster care agency 
sent me to school on the psych ward of Bel-
levue Hospital because they said I needed a 
more supervised setting with more supports.

I didn’t like the fact that I was in Bellevue. I 
behaved and attended school every day to 
get out. It worked—Bellevue transferred me 
to Manhattan High.

I liked Manhattan High because I made 
friends there, and I was happy to be out of 
Bellevue. But, it was chaotic and felt danger-
ous. I didn’t see much learning going on.

Jenny, my foster mom, convinced me to 
transfer to the High School for Construc-
tion Trades, Engineering, and Architecture 
(CTEA). She liked the school because it had 
good academic ratings, less trouble than my 
other schools, and was close to our house.

‘What’s an IEP?’
She was right—in CTEA everything was 
quiet. There were no scanners, and the 
security guards were only at the front desks 
instead of roaming the halls. Kids didn’t fight 
in this school.

At my first school meeting, my mom and I 
met Mr. Bunting, who was the Special Edu-
cation Teaching Specialist. He mentioned an 
IEP, and I asked what that was.

Mr. Bunting explained that an IEP, Individu-
alized Education Plan, gives students extra 
learning supports. He told me that I was a 
part of a policy called inclusion, where chil-
dren with IEPs work in a regular classroom 
with everyone else. He told me that my IEP 
included a paraprofessional, a person who 
would walk me to every class, help me with 
my work, and would escort me out of the 
class if I got frustrated or mad. I also got an 
extra half hour to take tests.

If a teacher saw that I was struggling with 
the work, the paraprofessional would bring 
me down to the resource room. There, I 
could work in a way that better fit the way I 
learn, with fewer distractions.

When I heard all this, I was upset because 
it made me feel dumb. Plus, I didn’t want a 
paraprofessional escorting me to and from 
each class. I wanted to walk from class to 
class with my friends. I didn’t even like get-
ting extra time on tests: I wanted to be like 
every other child in regular education.

Grilling Mr. Bunting
I thought I wouldn’t get along with Mr. Bun-
ting; I grilled him when we first met. But he 
turned out to be a great mentor, and I ended 
up liking the rest of my IEP, too. Whenever 
I missed school, the IEP allowed me time to 

catch up on my classwork. I took my tests in 
a more secluded place, where it was easier 
to focus, and got the extra thirty minutes.

Sometimes I’d have no clue how to solve 
an algebra problem, and I’d go down to the 
resource room. Mr. Bunting would say, “This 
is not that hard. You will get it in less than 
fifteen minutes.” I didn’t believe him at first, 
but then when he broke it down, I got it.

It was better being taught like this in the 
resource room than in the classroom. It was 
easier for me to focus with no nerve-wrack-
ing kids to distract me.

My paraprofessional, Ms. B., was under-
standing, patient, forgiving, and even fun. 
I respected her because she understood 
when something was bothering me or when 
I was getting upset. And she also knew that 
I was embarrassed that she walked me from 
class to class. When I was having a bad day 
she knew to keep her distance, and as soon 
as she thought I was ready, she let me walk 
unescorted.

She helped me with homework and gave me 
a sheet at the end of the day that listed all 
my homework assignments.

Weaning From IEP Supports
I felt I belonged in this school now that I 
wasn’t being bullied, and I was finally living 
somewhere stable and supportive: Jenny 
and her husband José had adopted me. The 
fact that I was happy where I lived made 
me feel less impulsive, and school life was 
easier.

Mr. Bunting continued to encourage me and 
said something I’d never heard: that I should 
go to college. He said, “You are more than 
capable of excelling academically.”

At first I couldn’t believe him. For years, 
whenever anyone complimented me, I’d 
think, “If I’m such a wonderful child, then 
why do I go through so many messed-up 
things?”

Because I was abandoned and hurt at a 
young age, I couldn’t accept that I was 
smart or even that I mattered. I envied 
other people and wished I was someone 
else. I needed Mr. Bunting’s encouragement 
because I hated the person I was. I thought I 
wouldn’t be pretty enough, smart enough, or 
good enough for anything.

As I gained control of my emotions and 
learned to focus, Mr. Bunting started to 
change my IEP, slowly reducing the sup-
ports. I want to go to college, and to do that 
I will need a regular high school diploma, 
not an IEP diploma. A student who gradu-
ates with an IEP diploma must take many 
remedial classes in college. Sometimes they 

use up their college financial aid money on 
those. I think by the middle of my junior year 
I will no longer need as many IEP supports, 
but I’m glad I’ve had them this far.

Not Fronting
Since I was adopted and started at CTEA, 
my confidence has grown gradually. In fact, I 
recently worked up the nerve to defend my 
IEP to one of the cool, smart girls I want to 
be like.

I was walking to the gym, and my friend 
Amanda said, “You’re really smart and you 
are not socially awkward. So why are you 
with them?” She meant with the other spe-
cial ed kids with IEPs.

I said, “Because of my behavior. My mom 
put me here. I wish I didn’t have to be.”

She laughed, but I was already regretting 
what I’d said. It was true my behavior got 
me an IEP, but what I said wasn’t what I truly 
felt. I was happy that I had an IEP. The extra 
time on tests and tutoring sessions helped 
me. Mr. Bunting figured out how to teach 
me things in a way that helped me get it.
But I just said what I thought would make 
Amanda like me.

Later on that day, in biology, Amanda said, 
“Maybe you should try and get out of it. You 
are too smart for them.”

This time I told the truth. “Just because they 
don’t have the same learning capabilities as 
we do doesn’t mean you can single them out 
like that, and I don’t want to leave special 
ed yet because it helps me. It makes me feel 
that I can achieve greatness academically.”
She said, “Well, damn, I didn’t mean to hurt 
your feelings.” But she seemed to respect 
that I didn’t care what others thought about 
me.

The Grade I Earned
At the end of my third semester in CTEA, 
Mr. Bunting handed me my grades in the 
resource room with a slanted smile on his 
face. As I took the report card my heart beat 
faster; I was afraid to look. In my previous 
high schools, I got 55s and 65s.
I finally looked, and I got 85 or 90 in all my 
major classes! I asked Mr. Bunting if he 
bumped my grades up. He said, “No, those 
are the grades you earned.”

I felt smart and capable. I started to believe 
what Jenny and Mr. Bunting had been tell-
ing me. The IEP supports were helping me; 
I did earn those grades. When kids in my 
class ask me why I am in the resource room 
or why I have an IEP, I calmly say, “because 
everyone can use a helping hand.”
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Contact Your Post Adoption Specialist

Visit	us	online	at	www.utahadopt.org	and	
on	Facebook	at	fb.me/utahsadoptionconnection

 Northern	Region:
    Jeanna O’Connor 801-395-5973
    Anna Whisler  435-213-6641
    Aubrey Meyers  801-776-7352

 Salt	Lake	Region:
          Adoption Helpline 801-300-8135

	 Western	Region:
          Jeannie Warner (A-L) 801-787-8814
          Megan Hess (M-Z) 801-921-3820

 Southwest	Region:
       Richfield/South  Angie Morrill  435-896-1263
       St. George  Gwen Fund  435-668-1852
     
 Eastern	Region:
       Price/Castledale  Greg Daniels  435-636-2367
       Vernal/Roosevelt Fred Butterfield  435-630-1711
       Moab/Blanding  Katie Eberling  435-678-1491

 

 
Cole Robinson is a caseworker in the 
Western Region on the Transition to 
Adult Living team in Orem.  Cole goes 
above and beyond to help the children 
and families he is working with.  He 
stays very calm, even in the midst of 
crisis, and is very professional.  He 
seems to frequently be working late 
and after hours to get their questions 
answered and their needs met.  Cole is 

known for his great assessment skills and his ability to 
steer a case quickly toward permanency.  Cole is quick 
to return phone calls and emails.  He is always great 
about including the team and keeping everyone in the 
loop with what is happening on his cases.  It is apparent 
that Cole genuinely cares about the kids on his caseload 
and is working toward what is in their best interest.     
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					Cole	Robinson

Follow 
Utah’s	Adoption	Connection	

on Facebook at:
fb.me/utahsadoptionconnection

 for up to date information on 
trainings, parent nights,

and additional resources. 


