
Children of color are signifi-
cantly over-represented in
foster care and adoption.

Those who are working with or par-
enting these children have an obliga-
tion to do all they can to address the
racism that led to many children
being in care and that will affect chil-

dren all their lives. Transracial par-
ents, service providers, educators, and
others must lean into their personal
discomfort and learn to have conver-
sations about race and institutional
racism, and work at becoming an
anti-racist. Each of us must be com-
mitted to taking action on behalf of
children of color to ensure not just
their safety, but their well-being. For
children in foster care and adoption,
developing a strong and positive
identity is an essential component of
well-being.

Because we live in a racialized society
where whiteness is the default setting,
white experiences and values are often
the lens through which white people
view the world. Raising a child of
color or working in an agency with
children of color does not exempt
white people from having implicit
racist ideologies. This does not make

you a bad person. But it does mean
you must recognize this fact and be
willing to shift that lens. It means you
must be unflinching in your stance as
an anti-racist.

When and How Do We Talk
with Our Children About Race
and Racism?

As caregiving adults, we are familiar
with uncomfortable conversations
with children. Who doesn’t have
memories of the dreaded “talk” about
sex? Not only was it awkward, but
with all certainty it did not provide
you with the knowledge, tools, and
emotional maturity needed for your
first intimate encounter. Our discus-
sions with children about race,
racism, and identity cannot mirror
that talk. They must include strate-
gies, tools, and historical context.
They must be initiated by adults and
be ongoing. 

As an African American raised in my
family of origin (Dr. Murph-Brown),
the racial talk began from the cradle.
Through verbal and non-verbal com-
munication, I was prepared before I
left the love and care of my home that
I was a Black child living in a white
world. Color was everywhere and
nowhere. The reality that my color
existed in my home and community,
but was not reflected in the media or
positively portrayed in the larger soci-
ety was made clear every day. My
family and village owned and was
responsible for the conversation.
Along the continuum of child devel-
opment, conversations about race
should be embedded in everyday dis-
course. (Beale Spencer, et al., 2006)  
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While white parents of Black and
Brown children or workers support-
ing children of color must have these
conversations, they can’t do the talks
alone. You must invite and welcome
Black and Brown teachers and men-
tors into your life—and your chil-
dren’s lives—with intention and
humility. Without the guidance of
those who live it, you will not be able
to do the job adequately.

White providers and parents must
also understand and acknowledge
white privilege and the manner in
which whiteness affects their rela-
tionships and interactions with both
their children and the world.
Understand that children of color will
not carry that privilege with them
when they are away from the protec-
tion of the family. In many situations,
their safety, and even their life, can be
at stake without preparation and
response strategies. Cultural mentors
from your child’s community are in
the best position to teach you and
your child how your child can remain

safe as a person of color in the world. 

For families, include all family mem-
bers—including white children—in
these conversations to ensure that
your child knows you are committed
to anti-racism action and that this
affects all of you. Ensure that all fam-
ily members are also becoming edu-
cated and anti-racist, and minimize
the potential for making your chil-
dren of color feel even more different,
more “othered” in their own family. 

For staff working with children of
color, be sure coworkers and others
working with the child are engaged in
the conversations too. It takes a vil-
lage of committed, caring adults to
help children embrace their identity
and to fight racism. 

Fight Your Own White Fragility

White providers and parents do not
have the luxury of white fragility.
Robin DiAngelo defines white
fragility like this:

“White people in North America live
in a social environment that protects
and insulates them from race-based
stress. This insulated environment of
racial protection builds white expecta-
tions for racial comfort while at the
same time lowering the ability to tol-
erate racial stress, leading to what I
refer to as white fragility. White
fragility is a state in which even a
minimum amount of racial stress
becomes intolerable, triggering a range
of defensive moves. These moves
include the outward display of emo-
tions such as anger, fear, and guilt,
and behaviors such as argumentation,
silence, and leaving the stress-induc-
ing situation.” (DiAngelo, 2011)

One way that white people show their
fragility is by denying that things are
about race or by minimizing or mak-
ing excuses for racist behavior or out-
comes. This can be really harmful for
children. When children come to you
with reports of micro- and macro-
aggressions, believe what they tell you

and take action to correct the problem
whenever you can. 

The natural reaction of adults in the
face of children’s hurt is to try to
make it better. This is an approach
that can actually hurt children more.
You might be trying to help when
you say, “You probably misread the
situation—they are really good peo-
ple.” or “I don’t think they meant it
that way,” or “Maybe you didn’t hear
it right,” or “Uncle Fred doesn’t really
think that. It’s just a joke,” or “Shake
it off. They aren’t worth the time to
respond.” But you are giving children
harmful messages: 

• What you experience either isn’t
real or doesn’t matter to me.

• You can’t trust your observations.

• You can’t trust your own feelings.

• You can’t trust me.

• You are alone in this.

• I don’t understand how you feel.

• I’m not standing with you and
fighting racism.

Another way people protect their
white fragility is by failing to engage
in discussions about race, culture, and
identity and by pretending that race
doesn’t matter. The cost of protecting
your white fragility through covert
and overt activity is to lose an authen-
tic connection with the child over
their lifetime. And it can prevent your
child from developing a healthy cul-
tural identity. From birth to one’s last
breath, race and ethnicity do not
change; their identity will not change.
You have to engage in learning and
discussion and support who the child
is. Having a healthy racial identity
will propel your child into the world
prepared to appropriately respond to
racism. (Brown & Tylka, 2011) 

Don’t Equate What You’ve
Been Through with Your
Child’s Experiences 

We all have lived experiences that we
have had to address and overcome.
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For example, providers and parents
may have survived abuse, a history of
family alcoholism, experienced
poverty and want, struggled for
acceptance, or moved through the
world as differently abled. As impact-
ful as these experiences are, they aren’t
the same as racism. In addition, many
of the above issues are not visibly
manifested in most cases and so are
not on display to the world for judg-
ment. The color of one’s skin is.

If you equate your challenges with the
child’s, you are again negating race
and the destructive power of racism.
And you can’t fight what you won’t
acknowledge. In fact, children in fos-
ter care and adoption likely experi-
enced some or all of the above
challenges and, for them, adding the
layer of racism will magnify every
injustice. 

Rather than assuming your experi-
ences are the same as the children of
color you are caring for (or comparing
them), use them to build your com-
passion, understanding, and commit-
ment to the hard work of being an
anti-racist. Take what you have
learned and how you wanted people
to respond to you, to make you a more
effective fighter against racism.  

Leverage your strength, your
resilience to create an environment,
work ethic, and attitude that assures
the children under your watch that
you are battling racism and standing
with them. They are watching and
applying your lessons to themselves,
and this will help them become
strong capable adults.

The Assets Family
Membership Affords Do Not
Replace Other Needs 

Have you ever heard, “We did not
have much, but at least we had each
other”? Family and a sense of belong-
ing fortify our sense of worth, capa-
bility, and being part of something
greater than ourselves. (Gary Hopps
et al., 2002) Family is hugely impor-

tant to a child, although for children
in foster care and adoption it is of
course complicated. The sense of
belonging that supports those positive
feelings has also been damaged by the
child’s removal from their first family. 

But family isn’t all that children need.
In fact, there is a cost of providing a
child a “better life,” if over time they
lose their racial identity. (Gary
Hopps, et al., 2002) Too often in
child welfare when we make decisions
about removing a child or placing a
child in a particular family, we value
material success over the sense of
belonging to a family or community.

Federal child welfare policies man-
date that we provide safety, perma-
nency, and well-being for every child.
Safety and permanency do not super-
sede well-being. Having a family—
and all the tangible and intangible
benefits that come with it—does not
diminish the well-being that comes
when we meet a child’s need for con-
nection to and pride in their racial
heritage. Parents and professionals
have a moral and ethical responsibil-
ity to provide children with every
opportunity to have a strong racial
identity and connection to their roots. 

Conclusion

Loving and being responsible for a
child means we must be willing to
move any and every obstacle that pre-
vents their success. And racism is a
huge barrier for Black and Brown
children that parents and child wel-
fare professionals must take on every
day. 

White parents and professionals must
also learn to use white privilege as a

tool—a tool to amplify the voice of
Black and Brown children. We must
give children the skills and environ-
ment that allow them to lead and suc-
ceed. We must teach them to have
confidence and to trust in themselves.
We must lean into difficult conversa-
tions and remain vigilantly anti-
racist. Why? Because our children’s
lives depend on it.
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Resources to Support Your Journey to Becoming Anti-Racist

• See the booklist on page 7 in JaeRan Kim’s article

• Find other resources at https://www.nacac.org/2020/06/08/statement-
and-resources-from-nacac-about-fighting-racism/


