
4 WAYS TO ENGAGE AND SUPPORT
FOSTER & ADOPTIVE FAMILIES

When Joe came to live with us I had been a principal for 18 years. Through the doors of my 
elementary and middle schools I had served many foster and adoptive families. I was happy to 
help acclimate them to the school environment and situate them for success (or so I thought). I 
introduced students and parents/guardians to their teachers and arranged for a tour of the 
school. I thought I was doing it right but when Joe entered our lives from an orphanage in East-
ern Europe my education began.

With three great kids already in our home, we figured one more would fit in just fine. Joe (age 8) 
had a mother who was a teacher and a father in administration so it seemed that he had a lot 
going for him. We soon found that he presented some challenges in the home and at school but 
were filled with optimism and hope just like any new parents. We enrolled him in a school that 
served ELL (English Language Learnering) students and placed him with a language tutor and a 
most wonderful second grade teacher. Within a few weeks it was apparent that we were in for 
more than we knew.

Joe is now in his 30s and is doing well but the journey was challenging. In public we never knew 
just what to expect. Joe might kick at birds or bark like a dog. He may experience an outburst of 
laughing or crying. We just never knew. At home, he would harass his older brother and find 
ways to get under the skin of his sisters. His mom might say, “don’t touch the stove, it’s hot.” He 
immediately would slap his hand on the hot burner and then scream as if his someone hurt him. 
There was a clear disconnect between our expectations and his response. 

Although he was quick to learn English his behaviors were something we had never seen. We 
looked for resources but found none. Church offered little practical help so we could not send 
him to Sunday school. Social agencies and psychologists were filled with advice but nothing 
worked. School principals and teachers had no more to offer than Joe’s mom (a teacher) or I (a 
principal). We were determined to help him find his way but were at a loss for resources. As a 
family, we felt lonely and embarrassed but determined.

After reflecting on personal and professional experiences, here are some thoughts and advice on 
how to better engage and support families who are raising children through foster care or adop-
tion, families like mine.

1. PAY ATTENTION TO LANGUAGE

The language we use as professionals can set a positive tone or create great discomfort. Remem-



ber that in a situation where you are enrolling a foster or adopted child, refer to the adults doing 
the paperwork as the parents or guardians. It’s OK to ask their preference. You can use the term 
foster parents (if appropriate) but avoid the use of terms like real parents. Before meeting with 
this set of parents new to the school, think through how you will address them, their child and 
their relationship with any other children in the family. If possible it is a good idea to have a 
phone conversation before the meeting and clear the air on some of the more sensitive issues. 
Remember, the student may come to you from a background where there was great uncertainty 
and even trauma. In a private way, build trust by showing sensitivity but not fear of addressing 
the situation in terms that will help the child and family acclimate to the school. 

2. BE INFORMED ON TRAUMA

Understand that many foster and adoptive kids have come from hard places. As the principal you 
probably do not know the background of the child. It may be that the parents are equally igno-
rant of the child’s early or even more recent experience. We are quick to help and offer under-
standing when we know that a child has been abused but may be equally quick to assume that 
everything is OK now that the child is in a loving and stable home. In our case, we knew that Joe 
was placed in an orphanage at the age of 2 but were unaware of what happened during his 
formative years. We saw the hallmarks of separation anxiety but were shocked by the way he 
responded to our touch. When you first encounter a foster or adoptive child be very observant 
and equip yourself with some basic knowledge about the most common issues they may pres-
ent. 

Help parents and kids connect with their new school. Your job as a principal is to provide a safe 
place for the new student and his/her parents. Remember that their story is not open for every-
one to know, so respect and follow the lead of the parents when it comes to sharing the details. 

3. LOOK BEHIND BEHAVIORS

Stifle your assumptions about the cause of behaviors or the best ways to intervene. As you begin 
to understand the needs of this unique population feel free to share what you are learning with 
teachers and parents. Understand that every child is different but there may be some common 
threads that help you to understand the needs of each foster or adoptive child. Locate quality 
support resources within and outside of the school. Karyn Purvis and David Cross have devel-
oped Trust Based Parenting and offer numerous videos and books that will help you and perhaps 
the parents grow in understanding. Dr Purvis is no longer with us but she has left a legacy that 
lives on. 
I recommend that you explore the introductory video https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XGq-
wz8L6JBo or simply conduct an Internet search for Karyn Purvis. For practical advice from foster 
and adoptive parents, explore the blog confessionsofanadoptiveparent.com. There you will find 
information from one parent to another or as they put it, “Offering Hope for Families in the 
Trenches.” 

Some foster or adoptive kids may have been exposed to alcohol or drugs prenatally. This is 

http://www.confessionsofanadoptiveparent.com


certainly a touchy subject when talking with parents so make sure you have built a good relation-
ship before broaching the subject. Understand that these children may present unique issues 
with respect to behavior and cognitive processing. Perhaps the leading expert in the nation on 
the subject of prenatal exposure to drugs and alcohol is Dr. Ira J. Chasnoff, MD. Dr. Chasnoff is 
professor of clinical pediatrics at the University of Illinois College of Medicine in Chicago. His 
research covers the range of affects from exposure to alcohol and illicit drugs. He is author of 
eight books and many articles on related topics. Many resources can be found on the Internet 
simply by searching on his name.

4.  UNDERSTAND THEIR NEEDS AND YOUR RESPONSIBILITIES

In Ohio on any given day there are 14,000 children in foster care. Of those children, 50% do not 
graduate from high school. Also, of particular importance, is that one in three foster kids repeat 
a grade. As a principal you must understand the law (ESSA) provisions/protections as they relate 
to foster children. The emphasis of the law/regulation with respect to Ohio foster children is to 
ensure identification and support. Every district must designate a “point of contact.” Districts are 
responsible for identification of students in foster care and are required to coordinate services 
with child protection agencies. Enrollment should be facilitated and transfer of relevant records 
is required. Other special provisions include transportation of the child to and from school. 
Principals must become aware of these requirements as they seek to give each foster child an 
opportunity to succeed in school.

I urge all principals to raise awareness of the needs of foster and adoptive children and families. 
As leaders you can take on an important role as advocate and friend of these families. Make sure 
your teachers and staff members are informed and can contribute to the education of this 
unique population. 


