
Special Children Require Special Parents
As a prospective foster and adoptive parent, you are ready and willing to
make a difference in the lives of Minnesota’s foster children. One good thing
to do while you wait is to learn more about the real needs of the children
who need parents, and to begin to practice skills that will prepare you to par-
ent children with special needs. Joining a foster or adoptive parent support
group and becoming a respite care provider are two good ways to learn more
about the children and get an accurate picture of what your parenting role
will be like. Both experiences will help you build a network of support and
benefit from the wisdom of other experienced adoptive or foster parents.

Parenting children who have been abused or neglected is hard to do in iso-
lation. The wealth of practical information that other foster and adoptive
parents can give you, along with their understanding of the issues that fos-
ter and adopted children face, is not only invaluable to you as a prospec-
tive parent, but also to the children you hope to parent.

Due to their early lives,
many foster children
and children waiting to
be adopted have learn-
ing, reasoning, and
behavior problems, and
sometimes medical
conditions that require
special treatment and
care. Many children
who have spent time in the system have attention deficit disorder
(ADD), fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS), and attachment disorders.
(Attachment is the loving bond that is formed between a parent and a
child in the first year of life and beyond.) 

Foster children and children waiting to be adopted need loving parents, but
they also need parents who are willing to commit to the job of raising a child.
The children need parents who are willing to equip themselves with the skills
that will help them be successful parents for children who have experienced
trauma and may have unresolved issues of grief and anger. More than any-
thing, foster children need parents who are willing to accept them as they are,

and to help them heal so
that they can grow to reach
their potential.

The chart on the following
two pages lists the parent-
ing traits children from the
foster care system need and
suggestions for ways you
can start now to prepare
for your new and exciting
role as a foster or adoptive
parent.
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ph
ot

o 
by

 P
am

 H
as

eg
aw

a



Patient—Children who have lived in chaotic or abu-
sive homes are familiar with adults who solve prob-
lems and face conflict with indifference, anger, or vio-
lence. Foster children need caregivers who are patient
and remain calm in stressful situations, and parents
who resolve issues in a variety of ways without resort-
ing to threats or violence.

Learn techniques to help you develop patience. Some
people count to 10 before they react during conflict.
Others make time in their day to run, walk, soak in the
tub, exercise, meditate, work in the garden, or listen to
music. Later, they draw from the inner calm they get
from these activities and respond with increased
patience. Seek ways that work for you. As you increase
your ability to be patient and remain calm, you will be
better able to model these behaviors for children.

Able to provide a safe, structured environment—
Children who weren’t protected in the past learn to
take on responsibility for their own safety, often living
on high alert and expecting danger to occur at any
time. Clearly defined boundaries and simple rules for
behavior can help a child feel safe in your home.
Children also need adults who will follow through
with rules in a fair manner and demonstrate that they
will both honor the child’s needs and offer protection.

Do a safety audit of your home and look for things
that might hurt or scare a child. Make a list of your
family rules. Keep them simple, specific, and easy to
understand. Some children learn by listening, some by
observing or doing, and others by all three methods;
most will need help practicing rules before they inter-
nalize them and make them a habit. Think of ways to
communicate living safely and practicing rules to chil-
dren who learn in different ways

Open to learning new ways to manage behavior—
Most children who have been in the system have
learned survival techniques from an early life of abuse
and neglect. These techniques are often puzzling to
foster and adoptive parents because they tend to be
counterproductive to forming a parent/child bond.
Children who continue to use these survival tech-
niques need parents who are flexible and willing to try
varied methods to manage behavior.

Take time to seek information—take additional classes
and ask questions about children with special needs.
Learning why foster children sometimes behave nega-
tively can help you develop more effective strategies
for teaching constructive behavior. Become a respite
care provider for foster and adopted children and help
give their parents a break. You will gain practical expe-
rience, have a chance to practice your parenting skills
on a short-term basis, learn about differences in chil-
dren, and learn new behavior management strategies.

Trustworthy—Many foster children have been unable
to trust adults in the past. Over time children can
learn to trust their new parents when those parents
provide consistent daily care that includes food, shel-
ter, and love. Children also develop trust when they
observe their new parents persistently advocating for
their needs, when they receive encouragement, and
when their parents are committed to the promises
they make.

Demonstrate trust in all your relationships. You may
believe you are trustworthy, but a child will judge you
by your actions.  Practice demonstrating trusting behav-
ior. Ask friends and relatives to tell you how you come
across to others. Listen to their feedback and do what
you say you will do, honor appointments, keep your
promises, and meet your responsibilities. Take notice of
how children you know define trust and be open to
their conversations and opinions on this subject.

Able to take care of their own adult needs—
Sometimes foster children have experienced a role rever-
sal in their families of origin—where they were required
to physically or emotionally care for their parents.
Children who have been through this need parents who
rely on other adults to support them when they experi-
ence problems.

Remain connected to supportive people (family,
friends, neighbors, a 12-step group, or members of a
religious organization, etc.) who have known you over
time and care about you. Tell them about your plans
to foster or adopt and seek the counsel of those who
respect your plans.

Tips to develop these traits:Children need parents who are :



Additional Resources
Adopting the Hurt Child, Gregory Keck, Ph.D.
and Regina Kupecky, L.S.W., Piñon Press,
Colorado Springs, CO, 1995.

Parenting the Hurt Child, Gregory Keck, Ph.D.
and Regina Kupecky, L.S.W., Piñon Press,
Colorado Springs, CO, 2002.

Parenting Your Adopted Older Child, Brenda
McCreight, Ph.D., New Harbinger Publications,
Inc., Oakland, CA, 2002. 

All three books are practical guides for how to
create a supportive environment and develop
the needed skills to parent children who have
special needs. They offer helpful information for
current and prospective parents.

Children need parents who are (continued): Tips to develop these traits (continued):
Able to accept children with developmental delays and
other special needs—Children who are waiting for a family
will most likely have social, emotional, and learning delays. A
nine-year-old might display behavior typical of a four-year-
old, or a five-year-old might have the friendship skills of a
two-year-old. It is not uncommon for children to regress even
more after experiencing a recent trauma or transition. Most
children will also have some issues with attachment. Parents
should anticipate that it may take children a relatively long
time to adjust to and bond with a new family.

Take classes, watch videos, read books, listen, and learn about
normal child development. It will be important for you to
learn how to help your children overcome problems and be
able to recognize when they make progress. Volunteer to work
with children who have special needs at a local school or
social service agency, or volunteer to provide child care for a
local parent support group. Learn more about topics such as
attention deficit disorder (ADD), fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS),
and attachment. As children grow, their medical, physical,
and emotional diagnoses may change and your understanding
of the range of possible problems will be helpful.

Persistent about finding resources for children and
families—Over time, a child’s special needs are revealed to par-
ents. Foster and adoptive parents need to become knowledge-
able and assertive about finding services for their children,
including physical therapy, psychological or psychiatric care,
and special education classes. Foster children need parents who
not only continually advocate for services to children, but also
services that will help their family learn and grow. Children
with special needs need families who will work to strengthen
and build all of their resources so that they can succeed.

Gather information about what types of services are available
to foster and adopted children and find out how to best access
those services. Make a connection with your county and local
agencies, as well as advocacy organizations such as PACER and
NACAC. Ask other experienced foster and adoptive parents for
help on how to access services. Sometimes professionals are
not aware of all service options and seeking more information
even after being denied services can produce results.

Able to accept that it will take more than love to help a
child heal—Foster children need love, but they also need par-
ents who expect that there will be ups and downs to parent-
ing and who are willing to commit to the long haul. They
need parents who have flexible expectations and the resilien-
cy to begin again when problems arise or a child’s skills or
behaviors regress.

Check with parents from a local foster or adoption support
group or ask your county if they might find an adoptive par-
ent who would be willing to let you shadow her throughout
her day. Learn more about your prospective role as a foster or
adoptive parent and watch how an experienced parent han-
dles her role.

Able to recognize strengths in a child with multiple prob-
lems—Parents must have the ability to name their child’s
strengths, especially when a child begins to display problems
such as bed wetting, lying, or acting out at school. It is impor-
tant for parents to recognize each child’s strengths and help that
child believe in those strengths. Parents and children will suc-
ceed as a team when they use the child’s strengths to determine
the appropriate course of action to work on problems.

Make a list of your personal strengths and the areas in need of
improvement. The ability to name your strengths and to
know and accept the areas in need of improvement is a sign
of self-acceptance. Seek strengths in everyone you meet, even
those who cause you trouble or pain. You will soon learn to
focus and build on strengths in yourself and others.

Knowledgeable about cultural differences and respectful of
others’ race and ethnicity—Parents who are considering a
transracial placement need to learn about the racial and cultural
background of the children they wish to foster or adopt.
Knowledge and understanding about unique racial and cultural
differences can be a powerful tool for parents who are trying to
build a relationship with a child from a different background.

Learn about the resources that are available in your community.
Find ethnic grocery stores, restaurants, and shops where people
of different cultures gather, and begin to make connections
with them. Find out where to get support from other transracial
families in your area and begin to build relationships with
them. If diverse resources are not nearby, be willing to travel
and check out those closest to you.

Able to see humor and experience joy in the midst of
chaos—Many experienced foster and adoptive parents say
that a well-developed sense of humor is a necessary tool for
family survival. The ability to put things in perspective and be
grateful for small gains is important.

Look for humor in your daily life. When you have the ability
to see the humorous side of a problem, you often have the
strength to face the problem. Observe the unique and often
funny ways children view life and celebrate the richness they
bring to the world.



Parker and Meg McDonald didn’t
have the luxury to prepare ahead
for everything they would face
when they moved forward with
their adoption plans, but they offer
advice to help other families pre-
pare for a placement.

The McDonalds had raised Will and
Ben, Meg’s two sons from a previ-
ous marriage, when they agreed to
round out their family by adopting
a girl. Then their social worker
showed them a video of
9-year-old twin boys and
their 12-year-old brother,
and Parker and Meg were
hooked. Tim, Mark, and
Patrick were about to be
the new additions to
their family.

“I was surprised by how
easy it was for us to feel
like a family our first
night together,” says
Parker. “We all fell asleep
together on the couch
in front of the TV.” Meg
adds, “The boys wanted
so much to have a fami-
ly—I think that’s why
our honeymoon period with them
lasted a whole year.”

Not everything has been easy,
though. Parker says the hardest
thing for him to deal with is the
boys’ pasts. “The longer they are
with us, the more they tell us about
things that happened to them
when they were young. They are
my boys, now,” says Parker, “and
it’s hard for me to hear some of the
things they lived through.” 

Two of the boys have fetal alcohol
syndrome (FAS) and that has been
difficult. FAS was not listed as a med-
ical diagnosis in either boys’ records.
“I don’t think they were ever proper-
ly evaluated, but I don’t blame any-
one,” says Meg. The diagnosis has
helped the McDonalds understand
their sons better and change their
expectations for the boys. “The learn-
ing curve for kids with FAS is SLOW,
SLOW, SLOW,” Meg explains.

Parker adds, “One of the hardest
things I have ever had to do was to
tell one of our sons that he has FAS.
Meg and I knew the diagnosis a
whole month before I could bring
myself to tell him. I thought, ‘How
can I tell him he has something
with such permanent brain dam-
age?’ Then one day I heard him cry-
ing, and when I found him, I asked
him what was wrong. He said he felt
stupid and was worried that he had
Alzheimer’s. I knew I had to tell him

and when I did, he was actually
relieved. He knew something was
wrong, and it helped him to give it
a name. It took a load off his shoul-
ders to know it wasn’t his fault.”

“Once your children are placed in
your home, you barely have time
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to catch your breath,” says Meg, “I
would advise waiting parents to use
their time wisely.” 

The following are the McDonalds’ tips
for waiting parents: 

➺ Join a parent support group and
establish a network of support
now. Don’t wait until you get
your kids. 

➺ Read, read, read. Meg especially
recommends Adopting the Hurt
Child and Parenting the Hurt Child
by Gregory Keck and Regina
Kupecky.

➺ Take all the additional training you
can; don’t stop at what is required.
Learn all you can about children
with special needs. Your children
may have more problems than the
ones listed in their files. Knowing
more can help you to help them.

➺ Find a good therapist. Your children
will have issues to work through
from the past. The McDonalds were
grateful to find someone who
works with the whole family and is
empathetic toward the boys, but
will not allow them to use a diffi-
cult past as an excuse for negative
behavior. 

Two years after they adopted the
boys, the McDonalds did round out
their family when they adopted their
15-month-old daughter, Jennifer.
Then last year 17-year-old Lori
joined the family. Now 18, Lori
comes home often and continues to
build strong bonds with her new sib-
lings and parents.

McDonald Family Grows through Adoption

The McDonald children—standing left to right:
Tim, Mark, Lori, Patrick, Tina (Will’s fiance), and
Will; seated: Ben and Jen.


