
Training Tracks 

Section Five: 
Maintaining Connections to Culture and Family 

 
Introduction 

It is not uncommon for multi ethnic or multi cultural adoptive placements to happen in 

Alaska. Placement of children from another culture or race occurs and then the adoptive 

family decides if they will agree to adoption of a child who is of another culture or race. 

As an adoptive parent, we ask you to honor cultural or racial differences and help a 

child learn a positive identity of self. To do so, adoptive parents must embrace the 

culture or race of their adoptive child, as they would their own.  

It is impossible to learn about every culture in just a few short pages of reading. The 

goal of this unit is to sensitize you to the important issues an adoptive parent may face 

when caring for a child from a different culture and to understand the cultural basics of 

caring for Alaskan Native children. 

In this course you will learn: 
 

 The difference between culture, race and ethnicity 

 What helps to define a person’s culture 

 About different Native cultures in Alaska 

 How to maintain connections for Native children 

 The importance of maintaining cultural and family connections  

 How the Indian Child Welfare Act Impacts Adoption of Native Children 

When a child is adopted from another culture or country, the 

adoptive family becomes multicultural in every sense of the word, 

not for just a short while but for generations to come.  But what 

does it mean to be a multicultural family? What does culture mean 

anyway? Sometimes parents think that when they adopt an infant 

of another race or culture that that child will be taught or socialized 

to fit into main stream and often “white” America. But questions 

remain about if, when, how and how much to acknowledge the 

cultural heritage of the birth family in ethnic or international adoptions. The task of 

finding this answer is compounded by a lack of consensus on the best or most 
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appropriate ways to acknowledge the adoptee’s cultural heritage or differences that 

exist between family and child. 

What is Culture? 

To be an effective adoptive parent, it is important to understand your own culture and to 

accept the importance of the culture to the child you are about to adopt.  Culture, race 

and ethnicity are interrelated, but these words mean different things. When we make 

assumptions that all people of one race all share the same characteristics, we are using 

stereotypes.  We all have stereotypes and prejudices in our heads, but the key is to not 

let them misguide us in caring for the children in home. 

Race is determined by heredity and refers to a system of classification of humans 

based on physical characteristics.  We sometimes refer to it as “color” such as white, 

black, yellow, but those are very inaccurate labels. Many more people these days are 

identifying themselves as multi-racial. Even people of the same skin color can have a 

wide variety of values, characteristics and experiences. 

Ethnicity generally refers to a classification of people based on regional origin or 

nationality, such as Irish, German, Nigerian or Chinese. 

Culture is much more complex than ethnicity or race. Culture is a 

system of values, beliefs, attitudes, traditions and standards of 

behaviors that are generally accepted by a group.  Culture is handed 

down from generation to generation, sometimes by explicit teaching 

and sometimes by exposure and modeling. 

Some of the things that help define a person’s culture include: 

Religion, language and dialect, beliefs, generational influences, family rule, family 

structure, definitions of strengths, ways of relating to outsiders, traditions, child rearing 

practices, food preferences, codes of conduct, work habits, hygiene and physical care, 

coping strategies, family relationships, discipline styles, art and music, dress codes and 

style, and educational systems. 

If we understand ourselves better and stay open to how other groups handle these life 

activities, we better care for the children in our home who are of a different culture or 

whose histories reflect a culture different from yours. 
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Questions to ask yourself about culture: 

 Does your family have any strong cultural identity with a cultural, ethnic group or 

race?  How do you show or participate in your culture as a family? 

 Do you have any religious affiliation or belief system that affects the way you live?  

What are your family’s strongest values and beliefs? 

 What holidays and celebrations do you enjoy in our family? What rituals are 

associated with these celebrations? Does our art reflect who we are as a culture? 

 Are there any foods that have been passed down from previous generations that our 

family enjoys?  Is there a certain kind of music or songs that our family enjoys or 

plays or sings?  Where did we learn those songs? 

 What are our extended family relationships?  Do we have an older generation that 

influences us or is involved in our lives?  How do we treat our elders?  Are they 

involved in child rearing at all? 

 Was someone in our extended family raised with language other than English?  Is 

that language still spoken within the family?  Are there phrases or words that we use 

with other family members that persons outside the family may not understand? 

Alaska Native Cultures 

In Alaska, we have many different cultures native to our state including the Inupiat, 

(Northern Alaska), Yup’ik (Southwest), Tlingit (Southeast), Haida/Tsimshian 

(Southeast), Athabascan (Interior) and Aleut (Aleutian Chain) and Eyak/Alutiiq (Kenai 

Peninsula.)  These groups are generally referred to as Alaskan Native, but it is 

important to know that there are many cultural differences amongst the 

groups. 

A child from Barrow will have a very different cultural practice than a child 

from Sitka. Just because the child is an Alaskan Native, this does not 

mean that all of the groups are the same. It is important that you learn 

about the specific culture and tribe that your child belongs to. 

Many of these cultural values come from the nature of the history of the people and how 

they have lived throughout many generations.  People on the coast, such as Aleut and 
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the coastal Inupiat, have a strong relationship with marine animals such as fish, whales 

and seal because these animals helped these people to live for thousands of years. The 

Interior Native groups have a close identity with animals, such as caribou and moose. 

The Southeast Native groups have a deep relationship with the ocean.  

Often, the values shared by Native groups are based on a value system that places the 

group well being above an individual’s pursuit of individual interests. Thus, respect for 

elders, sharing of wealth and goods, getting along, avoiding confrontation and not 

boasting about oneself are often values shared by Alaskan Natives. Native values and 

identity with a person’s respective community are shared and promoted through singing, 

drumming, cultural crafts, dance, community gatherings, foods from the area, language 

and family relationships.  

Sometimes, cultural differences will also include the difference between living in “bush” 

or rural Alaska and living in the more urban areas of the state. You may have a child in 

your home that is very at ease riding a snow machine in a village, hauling water to his 

home, and living without regular plumbing.  Going to a large school, needing to be street 

smart about safety, and dodging traffic might all be a cultural shock when a child comes 

to a larger community.  These, too, are cultural differences. 

Alaska is a very large and diverse state and what makes one native culture unique, may 

not be present in another culture. 
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Model of What Makes Alaskan Native Culture 

 
This model was developed by the Lower Kuskokwim School District. 

Indigenous people are defined by their culture. Most people outside the culture 

recognize certain aspects of the Indigenous people. Those aspects recognized by 

others are merely the tip of the iceberg. There is much deep knowledge embedded in 

the culture which does not appear on the surface.  

Adopting a Child from a Different Culture 

When a child is separated from his birth family, it is a frightening experience and can 

cause great anxiety for the child. When a child is placed outside of his culture, it can 

also be anxiety producing.  If an adoptive foster care placement can be culturally 

sensitive, it will lessen a child’s fears and provide the child with a more familiar 

environment.  How the adoptive family integrates cultural practices into their family will 

depend on the age of the child to be adopted and the child’s relationship with their birth 

family and extended family or relatives. 
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Michelle Conte writes.  “It is easier for us in the mainstream of society to develop our 

own identity. For many minority children growing up with racism and prejudice, positive 

feelings of self worth, self-esteem and identity are very hard to come by. Ethnic families 

and communities can provide a myriad of positive functions for its member. As a 

responsible parent, we will have to assume those roles when we take on the job of 

parenting cross culturally.” 

You can use the following guidelines in your quest to provide a culturally sensitive home 

for your foster children. 

How adoptive families can help Native children maintain connections to their 
culture: 

 
Educate yourself: 

 Accept that culture and race is important. It doesn’t make you bad if you are not the 

same race or culture, but it does put more responsibility on you as a parent. 

 Understand that all of the love in the world will not take away a child’s longing for 

their culture. 

 Understand if you and your adoptive child have visual differences (color of skin, eyes 

color) society will see this difference-even if you do not. 

 Find out everything you can about the Native culture of the child in your home. 

Educate yourself on what you might need to learn to do differently. For example, 

many Native people do not make eye contact during conversation, or some Native 

American children have trouble digesting cow’s milk.  

 Start by being open to learning more. Seek out resources in the community, on the 

Internet and in the library about your adoptive child’s culture, heritage, race and 

ethnicity. 
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Make your home culturally diverse: 

 Include some books and maybe a piece of Native, African American, or Chinese art 

or music in your home that reflects your adoptive child’s culture. 

 You may even want to subscribe to a shareholder or regional newsletter that reflects 

the culture and provides information on community events. 

 If your child is at the age that she or he plays with dolls or family figures, make sure 

you have dolls of the same skin color as the child. 

 Make sure that you include books and videos that present a child’s culture or race in 

a positive light.  Look at the people you interact with everyday.   

 Embrace the music, art and dance of your adopted child’s culture and share it 

openly with your family. 

 Do you have a doctor or dentist, therapist, grocer, car mechanic, hairdresser, etc. of 

different cultures and races?  Seek out multi-cultural care providers. If you are caring 

for Native children, you may want to seek services from Native individuals in order to 

diversify the child’s exposure. 

Provide knowledge of a child’s heritage: 

 Take your adopted child(ren) to cultural events that promote and teach about the 

culture, such as the Festival of Native Arts. 

 Make frequent visits to the local museum or attend cultural dances, potlatches, or 

gatherings.   

 Call local cultural service groups to find out what events may be coming up in the 

community. Not only do your adopted children get to learn about their culture--your 

family as a whole is enriched through the learning as well.  

Seek role models in the community and within the Tribe: 

 Ask tribal workers to assist with the child’s needs, whether it be services or social 

workers. 



Training Tracks 

 Welcome the tribal workers into your home and provide them with information about 

the child, foods, religious beliefs, and cultural activities. 

 Help the child find positive role models by becoming part of a cultural community in 

your area.  

 Seek Native Elders. 

 Acknowledge that learning about other cultures is important and try not to feel 

threatened if your foster child looks up to someone who is of a culture or race 

different than you.  

 If there is extended family in the area who has a good relationship with the child or 

another foster family or that child’s race, try to spend time with them. 

The Indian Child Welfare Act and Adoption of Native 
Children 

In Alaska, over half of all adopted children are of Alaskan Native heritage. Of those 

adopted about half are adopted in families that are not Alaskan Native. Currently, the 

State of Alaska is looking at measures to reduce these statistics. At the same time, the 

State is also ensuring that they make active efforts to locate Native families for Native 

children. 

As an adoptive or guardian parent, you should be aware that there is a Federal Law 

called the Indian Child Welfare Act (P.L. 95-608) that impacts the adoptive placement of 

Native children through the child protection system. The Indian Child Welfare Act (also 

called ICWA, pronounced “ick-wah”) was established by the United States Congress in 

1978 as a national Policy to protect the best interests of Native American children and 

to promote the stability and security of Indian Tribes. Congress realized that there is no 

resource more vital to the continued existence and integrity of Indian Tribes than their 

children. If you have a Native child placed in your home, and you are not a member of a 

Native tribe, it is important to understand the implications of ICWA on the permanency 

placement of Native children for adoptive purposes.  

Special considerations and procedures are required for adoptive placements of Native 

children. The Indian Child Welfare Act (“ICWA’) specifies an order of preference for the 

adoptive placement of Native American children. Social workers must research each 

placement preference when attempting to locate an adoptive home for a Native 
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American child. Native American children can not be placed for adoption outside of the 

preferences unless a diligent search for a preference placement has been made with 

out success.  

The placement preferences for adoption are:First Preference Placement for 

Adoption: A member of the Native American child’s extended 

family. “Extended family member” is defined by the law or custom of 

the Indian child’s tribe. In the absence of law or custom, extended 

family includes a Native and Non-native person who is a grand 

parent, aunt, uncle, cousin, brother or sister, niece or nephew or 

stepparents. If a member of the child’s extended family can not be 

located, or shows no interest in adopting the child, or is 

inappropriate, then the next alternative placement for adoption is researched. 

Second Placement Preference for Adoption: Other members of the Native 

Child’s tribe. 

Third Placement Preference Placement for Adoption: Placement of the 

child with other Native American families. When ever possible, the other Native family 

should be of a similar Native/Indian heritage and language group. Indian families in 

other parts of the United States from other cultural or language groups also fall under 

this preference. 

Adoption by any other person is considered “out-of-preference”. If a Native child is 

placed in a non-native home for adoptive purposes, the social worker must continue to 

search for a preference placement until the child is formally adopted. If a Native child is 

placed with a non-Native family for adoption, until that adoption is finalized in the court, 

it is possible a preference placement will come forward and the child will be moved to 

that placement, because OCS social workers are bound by ICWA to follow the 

placement preferences. This means that even if a child has been in your home as a 

foster/adoptive child for many months, and you are not a preference placement, and a 

preference placement is located, the Native child must be moved into that home. 

All adoptive placements should be discussed regularly by OCS social workers, in conjunction 

with the OCS regional ICWA workers, who must involve the child’s tribe or tribes in the 

placement, at scheduled case conferences. If you are an out of preference adoptive home for a 
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Native child, it is vital that you are working with the assigned social worker and are fully 

informed of the placement status. To learn more about the Indian Child Welfare Act, request the 

self study course with this same name.  TIPS FOR ADOPTIVE PARENTS 

If you have a Native child placed in your home, be sure to: 

 Maintain contact with your child’s tribal representative, or agent of the tribe. A list of 

tribes and the federally recognized tribal agents are listed on the ACRF web site at 

www.acrf.org . Or you can ask your social worker how to contact the child’s tribe or 

ask ACRF for a tribal directory.  

 Understand that the ICWA is a Government-to-Government agreement to protect the 

stability, welfare and culture of Indian families. 

 Remember that the tribal worker is another member of a team of professionals who 

are very concerned about the best interest and well being of the child and their 

precious resource. 

 Make an effort to become connected to the child’s tribe –get on the mailing list of 

events-and attend them. 

 If you are an adoptive placement, if at all possible, travel to the child’s village, with 

approval/invitation of the tribal worker (with the child if you can) to visit and make 

connections. In-person contact is always best. 

 Remember that you are very important in helping Native children cherish and 

preserve their cultural heritage. 
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WE JUST DON’T SEE COLOR IN OUR FAMILY  By Elaine Cordova, M.A. 

 

Several years ago one adoptive mother told me:  “Race doesn’t 
mean anything to us…the fact that Alicia is African American is 
just not an issue.   We don’t see her skin as being dark…to us, 
she is just our little girl – and we love her because she is part of 
our family!”  (I mention this because I’ve since heard other 
parents of children adopted transracially say similar things.) 

What are your thoughts as you hear this?  Doesn’t it say that this 
parent looks beyond her daughter’s skin color and into the 
heart of a child who is a vitally important part of her family? 
Doesn’t it say that love breaks down the barriers that race has 
historically erected between people?  Isn’t this parent’s 
statement a noble one?    

I wish race were a simple matter.  Unfortunately, the issue of 
transracial or bi-racial adoption is much more complex than the 
love a family has for an adopted child… because racism exists 
in the world. 

Another adoptive parent says, “But, our Isaac is half black and 
half white.  He’s as much white as he is Native, so shouldn’t we 
help him fit into the white culture since that’s the one he’s living 
in?” 

While this statement seems to have validity, we know that the 
world responds to a child as it racially identifies him.  This 
means that even though a child may have mixed racial heritage, 
if he has the appearance of a Black, or Hispanic, or Native 
American, or any other minority race, society will see him as a 
member of that race, and may react to him according to all the 
stereotypes, prejudices, and biases afforded to that group of 
people.   

A major parental task – right along with providing for basic 
needs of food, shelter, clothing, affection – is to teach a child 
the necessary skills to survive outside the protection and safety 
of his family.  Although mothers and fathers, grandparents, and 
siblings may cherish and honor a child’s unique personhood, 
we know that racism and prejudice exist outside the walls of the 
child’s home.  

People of the dominate race are often oblivious to what it is like 
to be a “person of color” because they have been immersed 
into something called White Privilege.  White Privilege is 
defined as a “right, advantage, or immunity granted to or 
enjoyed by the class of white persons beyond the common 
advantage of all others.”  www.whiteprivilege.com.   

Let me give you some examples of privileges that whites so 
often take for granted, but ones that some minority people may 
not experience.   

1. I can go shopping alone most of the time and am pretty 
well assured that I will not be followed or harassed. 

2. I can do well in a challenging situation without being 
called a credit to my race. 

3. I can choose blemish cover or bandages in “flesh’ color 
and have them more or less match my skin 

4. If a traffic cop pulls me over I can be sure I haven’t 
been singled out because of my skin color 

At a very early age children begin to see the differences 
between themselves and others and understand that society 
places a higher value on some characteristics than others.  I 
remember hearing a story told by an adoptive mother of a five 
year old.  The child had gone into the bathroom and after 
several minutes when the child didn’t return, the mother called 
out to her asking if she was alright.  There was no answer from 
the child.   Concerned, the mother went to the bathroom 
where she found her daughter “scouring” her arm with soap 
and a washcloth.  Looking down at the child’s arm the mother 
was horrified to see that the child had rubbed her forearm so 
long and so hard that she had rubbed it almost raw.  The little 
girl, tearfully, looked up and said, “I want to be white like 
everybody else.”  Another story, written by Toni Morrison tells 
of another little girl who prayed each night, without fail, that 
God would give her blue eyes.  Both of these stories attest to 
the struggle many transracially adopted children experience:  
judging their own beauty by the standards of a culture that is 
not their own.   

Successfully parenting a child of a racial background different 
from your own - the challenge of raising confident children with 
a positive self identity - is not easily accomplished, nor is it done 
by being color blind.  Dr. Joseph Crumbley, an African 
American psychologist and adoption therapist, presented 
several suggestions for parents in an article entitled, “7 Tasks for 
Parents:  Developing Positive Racial Identity.”1 

Acknowledge the existence of prejudice, racism and 
discrimination 

Explain why the child’s minority group is mistreated 

Provide the child with a repertoire of responses to racial 
discrimination 

Provide the child with role models and positive contact with his 
or her minority community 

Prepare the child for discrimination 

Teach the child the difference between responsibility to and for 
his or her minority group 

Advocate on behalf of your child’s positive identity 

Racial color blindness is, in fact blindness. Seeing, 
acknowledging and embracing racial differences celebrates the 
fullness of a minority child and helps provide him with the 
necessary skills to be successful as he enters the world. 

There is much to learn about racism, and the challenges of 
parenting children of another race. If you are interested in 
learning more please call your local Alaska Adoption Center for 
information for upcoming presentations on transracial adoption. 
1Adoptive Families, September/October, 1999.    
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A Transracially Adopted Child’s Bill of Rights 

1. Every child is entitled to love and full membership in her family. 

2. Every child is entitled to have his heritage embraced and valued. 

3. Every child is entitled to parents who are not adopting to save the world. 

4. Every child is entitled to parents who know she will experience life differently than 

they do. 

5. Every child is entitled to parents who know that transracial adoption changes the 

family forever. 

6. Every child is entitled to parents who know if they are white, they benefit from 

racism. 

7. Every child is entitled to ongoing opportunities to connect with people of his or her 

race 

(Adapted from Liza Steinberg Triggs from "A Bill of Rights for Mixed Folks,") 

 
Seven Tasks for Parents: 

Developing Positive Racial Identity 
By Joseph Crumbley, D.S.W. 

 

Each night, without fail, she prayed for blue eyes. Fervently, for a year, she had prayed.  

Although somewhat discouraged, she was not without hope. To have something as 

wonderful as that happen would take a long time. Thrown, in this way, into the binding 

conviction that only a miracle could relieve her, she would never know her beauty. She 

would only see what there was to see: the eyes of other people.  

In her description, in The Bluest Eyes, of a young black girl who wishes that her eyes 

were blue so would be as beautiful as all the blond, blue-eyed children in her school, 

author Toni Morrison captures the struggle that many transracially and transculturally 

adopted children face: judging their own beauty by the standards of a culture that is not 

their own. 
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Although transracial adoption and foster care have been a controversial topic for more 

than a decade, the number of children entering such placements continues to increase. 

In 1997, approximately 17 percent of all domestic adoptions were transracial 

placements in which at least one of the parent's race was different from the child's. In 

1998, Americans adopted 15,774 children born outside of the United States. The largest 

number of these children were adopted from regions of the former Soviet Union and 

from China. As of March 31, 1998, at least 110,000 children were in foster care, with the 

goal of adoption. Twenty-nine percent were white, 59 percent were African American, 

and 10 percent were Latino. Twenty-seven percent (3,601) of the African American 

children who were adopted and 7 percent of the white children were in transracial 

adoption. The realities of children living in transracial families raise many questions:  

 How does a child develop a positive racial or cultural identity?  

 What are the affects of transracial adoption or foster care on a child and his or her 

family?  

 What are the special needs of adopted or foster children living in transracial 

families?  

 What are the parenting tasks specific to transracial families? And… 

 What skills, attitudes, knowledge, and resources must parents in transracial families 

have or develop?  

How Positive Racial Identity Develops 

Theories on social learning, object relations, and identification are useful in explaining 

how a child's identities (racial, religious, ethnic, class and gender) develop. These 

theories are also useful in understanding the similarities and differences in how 

identities develop in children from dominant groups and from children in minority groups 

experiencing discrimination.  

Object identifications suggest than a child's identity is influenced by significant role 

models and relationships to which the child is consistently exposed to in his or her 

environment (family, school, society, and the media). The child from the dominant 
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group-the group that has power over the distribution of goods, services, rights, 

privileges, entitlements, and status-begins his or her identity formation by: 

1) Observing what group is in power, 

2) Observing that members of the group in power are like him or her (i.e. in race, 

gender, or religion), and  

3) Assuming that because he or she is like members of the group in power, he or she 

has the same rights and will achieve similar accomplishments and power as 

members of that group. 

The ultimate result of the child's identity is a sense of positive self-esteem, confidence, 

worth, entitlement and goals.  In contrast, the child from the minority group-the group 

subject to the power, control, discretion, and distribution of goods and privileges by 

another group-begins his or her identity formation by:  

1) Observing what group is in power, 

2) Observing that group members who are like him or her are not in positions of power 

and control, 

3) Observing or experiencing prejudice, discrimination, and exposure to stereotypes, 

and  

4) Assuming that because he or she is like members in the minority group, he or she 

has the same limited rights, can only achieve the same accomplishments, position, 

and status as similar group members, and that members of the minority group are 

not as good as those in power. 

The minority child's identity affects his or her self-esteem, confidence, goals, worth, self-

respect, sense of entitlement, and expectations by making him or her feels inferior.  This 

inferiority is not the result of identifying with or being a member of a minority group, but 

from exposure to discrimination, prejudice, and negative stereotypes about the group.  

A child from a minority group that is celebrated, held in esteem, or that shares power 

and control with the dominant group can have identities that are just as positive as a 

child's from the dominant group.  

To counteract a minority child's formation of negative identities, he or she must see and 

be told: 



 
6 

This course has been written by Deborah Hayes for the Alaska Center for Resource Families 
Proper credit should be given when reproducing this material for educational purposes. 2005 

1) That members of his or her minority group can also make positive achievements if 

given equal opportunities,  

2) That he or she and his or her minority group should also have the same rights and 

entitlements as members in the dominant group,  

3) That he or she and his or her group are equal to and as good as any other group,  

4) That stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination are wrong, and  

5) That there is proof that prejudices and stereotypes are untrue.  The child must be 

able to see it to believe it.  

This last task may be the most difficult and challenging to accomplish if the minority 

child's group is not in a position of power, control, and success in the child's 

environment. Alternatives may need to include:  

1) Exposing the child to historical figures and information about his or her group's 

accomplishments, capacities, values, and culture, 

2) Redefining and reframing the child's definitions of success, strengths, and 

accomplishments by not using standards and definitions based on those of the 

dominant group (e.g. highlight individual accomplishments, family commitment, 

group survival, spiritual and moral integrity, and civil rights activities against 

discrimination),  

3) Exposing the child outside of his or her environment to members of the minority 

group in positions of power and control (e.g. geographically, in other countries, 

through films and other media). 

Parenting Tasks that Facilitate Positive Racial Identity 

Because children from minority groups (Asian, Latino, African American, or Native 

American) who experience prejudice or discrimination are subject to developing 

negative racial identity, they require monitoring, with attention paid to their perception of 

racial identity. They should not be expected to develop positive racial identity without 

support and reinforcement from their families, role models, and the community.  Parents 

can provide support and reinforcement through the following 7 tasks.  

TASK 1: ACKNOWLEDGE THE EXISTENCE OF PREJUDICE, RACISM, AND 
DISCRIMINATION. 
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Adoptive parents must recognize not only that racism, prejudice, and discrimination 

exist, but that they, too, have been victims and survivors of it.  By admitting the 

existence of inequities, parents can avoid racist, prejudicial, or discriminatory behavior.  

By admitting being a victim and survivor, parents are able to: 1) recognize inequities 

and how they affect others; and 2) elicit strategies for intervening on behalf of their child, 

based on personal experiences and knowledge.  

While the victimization of minority groups is fairly obvious, that of members from the 

dominant culture and race may not be. Children in the dominant group are victims of 

racism by inadvertently developing superiority complexes.  

Superiority complexes occur when a child:  

1) Observes that those in power are racially the same as he or she is,  

2) Observes those not in power are of a different race or color,  

3) Observes or is exposed to prejudicial and discriminatory beliefs and practices 

against a minority race,  

4) Assumes, therefore, that he or she and his or her race are better or without having 

any contact with a minority group.  

Once parents understand how racism victimizes members from both the dominant and 

minority communities, they are prepared for the second task. 

TASK 2: EXPLAIN WHY THE CHILD'S MINORITY GROUP IS MISTREATED. 

Parents must explain and define racism, prejudice, discrimination, and bigotry, and why 

such behavior exists and understanding that the behavior exists. Understanding the 

functions and reasons for the behaviors increases the child's range of responses 

beyond anger or retaliation.  

TASK 3: PROVIDE THE CHILD WITH A REPERTOIRE OF RESPONSES TO RACIAL 
DISCRIMINATION.  

Parents must work to minimize their children's feelings of helplessness. A child's identity 

can be more positive if he or she perceives him or herself and members of racial groups 

to be empowered with choices, resources, and the ability to acquire and protect their 

rights. This repertoire of responses may include:  
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1) Selective confrontation or avoidance,  

2) Styles of confrontations (passive, aggressive),  

3) Individual, legal, institutional, or community resources and responses (i.e. 

grievances, suits, NAACP, protests)  

4) Priorities and timing (when to avoid and when not to avoid issues),  

5) Goal-oriented responses rather than unplanned reactions,  

6) Institutional/organizational strategies (positioning, coalitions, compromising).  

TASK 4: PROVIDE THE CHILD WITH ROLE MODELS AND POSITIVE CONTACT WITH 
HIS OR HER MINORITY COMMUNITY. 

Parents of a different race from their child are quite capable of modeling and helping the 

child develop various identities (i.e. gender, class). However, counteracting the racial 

identity projected by a racially conscious or discriminating society requires positive 

exposure to same-race models or experiences. These contacts and experiences 

require: 1) interacting with the child's minority community, 2) providing the child 

information about his or her history and culture, and 3) providing an environment that 

includes the child's culture on a regular basis (i.e. art, music, food, religion, school, 

integrated or same race community).  

This task requires that the parents be comfortable with 1) being a minority when 

interacting in the child's community, and 2) sharing the role of modeling with members 

from the child's race. Same race contacts and experiences function to: 1) counteract 

negative stereotypes, 2) teach the child how to implement the repertoire of responses, 

and 3) provide a respite from being a minority (i.e. the only child of color, the object of 

stares, or needing to prove one's equality).  

TASK 5: PREPARE THE CHILD FOR DISCRIMINATION.  

Providing the child with information on how his or her racial identity might be degraded 

helps him or her develop better coping skills and methods of maintaining a positive 

identity. Feeling self-confident about his or her ability to cope with and appropriately 

respond to discrimination reinforces a child's positive self-image and identity.  

Same race role models may be a helpful resource for information and preparation if an 

adoptive parent has not experienced discrimination similar to the child's minority group 

(i.e. double standards, slander, interracial dating, and gender issues).  
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TASK 6: TEACH THE CHILD THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN RESPONSIBILITY TO AND 
FOR HIS OR HER MINORITY GROUP.  

This task relieves the child of: 1) feeling embarrassed or needing to apologize for his or 

her racial identity or group, 2) not having to overcompensate or prove his or her worth 

because of his or her racial identity or negative stereotypes. However, the child is able 

to develop a commitment to both his or her individual and minority group's 

accomplishments, resources, and empowerment.  

The Clark Doll Test suggests that children are aware of differences in race as early as 

four years old. This study also found that African American children became aware of 

stigma associated with race as early as seven years old. Although parents cannot stop 

the minority child's exposure to racial prejudice, discrimination, and stereotypes, parents 

(adoptive, birth, same or different race) of any minority child must help develop the 

positive racial identity necessary to counteract the effects of racial inferiority.  

TASK 7: ADVOCATE ON BEHALF OF YOUR CHILD'S POSITIVE IDENTITY.  

The purpose of this task is to provide the child an environment that is conducive to the 

formation of a positive identity. The parent should advocate for family, social, and 

educational experiences that are respectful, reflective, and sensitive to cultural diversity. 

Therefore, the parent may need to be prepared to correct or confront individual or 

institutional racism, prejudice, or discrimination that the child may encounter.  

As an advocate the parent models for the child how to advocate for themselves. The 

child also sees and feels their parent's protection, loyalty, and commitment, which are 

essential in attachment and bonding.  Confronting prejudice and discrimination on the 

child's behalf is no longer optional once a parent adopts transracially. 

Joseph Crumbley, D.S.W., is in private practice as a consultant and family therapist. His most recent 

areas of concentration have been kinship care and transracial adoptions. This article is adapted from his 

book, Transracial Adoption and Foster Care, available from the Child Welfare League of America Press.  

This article was originally published in Adoptive Families, September/October 1999 taken from the 

NACAC web site 2005. 
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Chapter Summary 

To be an effective adoptive parent it is vital that you understand your own culture and 

the culture of your adoptive child. Culture, race and ethnicity are interrelated but they 

mean different things. As adoptive parents, you should define the meaning of culture for 

your adopted child and examine what is the same and what is different so you and your 

child are culturally aware of cultural sensitivity: culture is a system of values, beliefs, 

attitudes, traditions, and standards of behaviors that are generally accepted by a group, 

and is handed down from generation to generation. In 

Alaska, there are distinct Alaskan Native cultures. If you 

are adopting an Alaskan Native child, it is important to 

know about your child’s culture and make active efforts to 

keep your Native child culturally connected. Tools for 

families to keep children culturally connected include 

educating yourself about your child’s culture, making your 

home culturally diverse, adding to your child’s knowledge 

at your child’s appropriate developmental levels about 

their heritage and integrating the knowledge into your 

home, and seeking culturally or racially similar role models in the community for your 

child. There is a Federal law called the Indian Child Welfare Act that governs the 

placement and adoption of Native children. ICWA is a nation to nation agreement which 

establishes placement preferences. If you are a non-native family, it is vital that you 

understand how important ICWA is to Native people and realize there will be a chance 

that the Native child placed in your home may be moved to a Native family if one is 

located prior to adoption. Furthermore, all families caring for Native children should 

maintain contact with tribal members and help the child stay connected. 


