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Studies can only go so far. Do you want 
to know what “happens” when children are 
placed trans-racially? Ask the newborns of the 
‘60s and ‘70s whose lives were/are integration 
experiments. Ask the kids who grew up in loving 
multiracial homes within unwelcoming white 
communities. Ask the teenagers who often find 
themselves straddling the gap between their 
parents’ and their people’s culture. Ask those 
adult-adoptees who both fear and anticipate 
losing their “balance.” Ask me.  

     For a long time, I hid my aggravations with 
the full knowledge that any agreement I might 
express with opponents of transracial adoption 
would be seen as attacks on my parents’ child-
raising skills or the very existence of my multira-
cial family.  More importantly, by agreeing with 
such organizations as the National Association 
of Black Social Workers, I feared that I would be 
surrendering to a philosophy of racial separat-
ism. The transracial adoption debate has offered 
me two unsatisfactory solutions to one difficult 
question:

     Question: If all the studies say that 
transracial adoptees are doing well compared 
with inracial adoptees, what is wrong with 
a transracial adoptee who often has trouble 
identifying with her culture?

Answer A: “It’s her parents’ fault! It’s 
her parents’ fault! All she needs is the love of 
a good home that will teach her the value of 
her ethnic heritage.”

Answer B: “No, no. It’s her parents’ 
race that’s the problem. It’s almost 
impossible for two white parents to endow 
their child with African American culture. 
She needs to grow up with black role 
models not just on T.V. but in the home.” 

I can, of course, write only of my own ex-
periences. And it is not my job to resolve 
the transracial adoption debate. It is, how-
ever, my responsibility to testify, to bear wit-
ness to the events and emotions surround-
ing and following my transracial adoption. 

The “Coming Out” of a Transracial Adoptee
by Gretchen Rohr

  
   In writing these words, I am finally “coming 
out” as a transracial adoptee, frustrated with my 
continual efforts not only to locate but to achieve 
my African American identity.  I have finally 
come to the point where I feel comfortable that 
I am not, by expressing the difficulties of my 
personal adoption experience, pointing a fin-
ger of blame at my family.  Instead, I am saying 
that there are faults within the adoption system. 
 
    White Americans frequently feel it is taboo to 
admit that they cannot interact comfortably with 
black Americans.  Think, then, of the difficulty for 
me, an African American woman, to admit that I 
have had the same discomfort.  My journey to-
ward cultural identity is incomplete, but ongoing. 
 
    I was born in Great Falls, Montana on January 6, 
1976 and adopted four weeks later. Of my biologi-
cal father, I know nothing; of my biological moth-
er, I know only that she was/is African American. 
I have never dwelled on the lack of information 
about my closed adoption. I gained a new family 
consisting of my white parents-my father a Luther-
an minister and my mother a teacher of English as 
a Second Language; their biological son; and their 
Japanese American son and multiracial (black/
white) daughter who were adopted before I was.  
 
     Being the youngest had its advantages. My 
parents already had the experience, both nega-
tive and positive, of raising two other transracial 
adoptees who were two and six years older than I 
was, so I was welcomed into a family which had 
already learned to identify itself as “multiracial.” 
I never had to wrestle with some of the psycho-
logical challenges faced by only children in tran-
sracial families—the shock of realizing I was a 
different color than those closest to me, the initial 
discrimination by extended family members (al-
though this certainly exists in my family), or naïve 
parental speeches that “race doesn’t matter.” My 
parents knew very well that race mattered. At an 
extremely young age I was pumped full of manu-
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factured Black Pride—from dark-skinned dolls 
to anti-apartheid t-shirts. I adopted my parents’ 
role models: Nelson Mandela, Maya Angelou, and 
Coretta Scott King. My mother regularly drove me 
to “the city” to have my hair done by a black hair 
stylist, and only when my locks proved impos- 
sible to comb through did she resort to “straight-
ening” my hair.

 
     Nevertheless, despite the books, the political 
posters and the hair grease, I felt little, if any, 
connection to the black community. Since my 
father was a minister, we moved quite a bit dur-
ing my childhood, but always within the Pacific 
Northwest and always ending up in predomi-
nantly, if not completely, white communities. We 
spent seven years in northern Idaho. I remember 
what a rare treat it was, during our visits to large 
cities, to see other black people, even though they 
generally occupied the less desirable echelons of 
society. My father recently explained to me that 
he intentionally took us through impoverished 
sections of towns so we children would not take 
our neighborhoods and our material luxuries for 
granted. From my perspective though, this at-
tempt to expose us to “the real world” backfired. 
I found it easier to take comfort in my transracial 
adoption experience if I convinced myself that life 
with my biological parents would be a life of squa-
lor. Never having met a black person at or above 
my parents’ economic level, this was easy to do. 
 

   I began adopting stereotypes of black 
people that were based on the racism with-
in my surrounding white community. I saw 
African Americans, and other minorities 
 for that matter, only through the eyes of my parents,  
friends and neighbors—none of whom were peo-
ple of color.

 

     When we lived for several years in Billings, 
Montana, I excelled academically and socially 
in an all white, upper middle class elementary 
and junior high school. According to all the 
standards for assessing a transracial adoptee’s 
development, I would have “passed” with fly-
ing colors. Unlike in Idaho, where other children 
wouldn’t accept me due to the color of my skin, 
in Billings I was accepted “despite” the color 
of my skin. I frequently heard the racist “com-
pliment:” “Black people are so (lazy, loud, an-

gry: take your pick)…but you’re not like them, 
Gretchen. We like you.  You’re different.” When I 
entered a relatively integrated (for Montana) high 
school—about 5% minority—the small African 
American population of students zeroed in on 
this “difference” as well. Like other transracial 
adoptees, and even black children who live with 
their biological parents in predominantly white 
neighborhoods, I was often accused of “acting 
white.” At the same time, I was accused of being 
too loud and boisterous by my white friends. All 
agreed that, one way or another, I was “different.” 
 

     I have since concluded that they were right. I 
do not think that “white actions” exist. My dress, 
my diction, and my hobbies have little to do with 
my adoptive parents’ race.  I “act” on what in-
terests me, not my parents. Nevertheless, “white 
interactions” do exist. Unlike the rest of this na-
tion, European Americans usually can function in 
this society without having to interact with other 
races. Growing up in this atmosphere, I, too, nev-
er learned to interact with “other” races—even 
though those other races included my own. My rare 
encounters with Montana’s small yet active black 
community usually took place during contrived 
“events” like attending a black Baptist church 
service or sitting on an anti-racism task force.  
 

     I am now nearly 21, and it is within just the 
past three years that I have learned practically 
all I know about African American culture.  Ma-
calester College, where I go to school, is a small 
liberal arts institution in Minnesota with a very 
small population of students of color, but I have 
met more Africans and African Americans there 
than in all of my years living in segregated com-
munities across the West. Through my friends of 
all races who come from large, racially-integrated 
cities, I have learned to want more of my culture 
than what is offered in a book or a civil rights rally. 
      My parents did a fine job of introducing me 
to my ethnic heritage but failed in connecting me 
with my ethnic culture.  African American heri-
tage can be taught; black culture must be expe-
rienced. One advantage to having learned this at 
such a late “stage of development” is that I, unlike 
many who grew up within their biological fami-
lies, do not take exposure to my culture for grant-
ed. No longer must I rely solely upon images of 
Nelson Mandela and Martin Luther King, Jr. for 
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inspirational role models. I now have mentors, ac-
tual living, breathing people, who have affected 
my life personally and dramatically. For the first 
time, I can look up from my desk in class and see 
the face of a professor with skin as dark as mine. 
Few people, especially those opposed to affirma-
tive action in our schools, realize the difference 
between learning “Black History” from a teach-
er who happens to be white and learning “His-
tory” from a teacher who happens to be black. 
 
      Although the stomach-turning phrase “acts 
white” has not been used in my presence for 
years, friends and associates still recognize that 
I am a bit “different.” Possibly, it is because I am 
an African American woman with an intensely 
German name. Or, perhaps, it is because no one I 
have encountered believes black people can come 
from Montana.  Nevertheless, those close to me 
are aware that, even 20 years after my adoption, I 
am still straddling a fine line between white and 
black communities. I am still growing, healing 
from the stunting experiences of my youth, but 
holding on to the life lessons of my multiracial 
family.   

 
      I feel like a different person now than when 
I started college and started traveling to and 
connecting with large black communities—I 
have a stronger sense of esteem, identity, focus, 
and meaning. Yet I will always be a transracial 
adoptee. Even though I have connected with 
my culture and interact more comfortably with 
other black people, I still feel I lost my formative 
years. Growing up in white neighborhoods 
had a dramatic impact on every aspect of 
my life. The researchers on both sides of the 
transracial adoption debate, however, are less 
interested in my development now that I have 
left home. They appear more concerned with 
the process of adoption than the outcome.  

Advocates on both sides are guilty of battling 
over the babies and disregarding the adults. They 
speak in terms of a child’s immediate needs and 
his/her immediate family.  Transracial adoption 
advocates argue that a child’s immediate need 
is for permanent placement in a loving home, 
preferably with a young married couple with a 
stable income.  Opponents claim that children 

need to be able to identify with their parents and 
that children of color need parents who know 
from their own experience how to navigate 
the challenges of racism that will confront 
them.  I contend that neither of these positions 
acknowledges adoptees’ developmental needs 
which can be provided by their extended families 
and communities. 

I do not identify with my adoptive parents, but 
I think very few young adults identify with their 
biological parents.  It is our extended families—
our peers, our teachers, the communities we have 
created for ourselves, that construct our identity. 
We compare ourselves to the faces we see every 
day on the streets, in school, at the shopping mall, 
and in our place of worship. I am not belittling 
the importance of a parent’s hand in raising a 
child. I am merely underscoring the impact of the 
community on the child. Opponents of transracial 
adoption should launch an attack on the criteria 
used in adoption placement. Social workers should 
not stop at evaluating the prospective parents but 
should extend their analysis to the prospective 
community. In the words of the former director 
of the National Association of Black Social 
Workers, “Love is essential, but not sufficient.” 
With all of a parent’s love, the adoptee still needs 
the support of a community. Living in northern 
Idaho, only miles from the headquarters of the 
Aryan Nations, I am certain my parents lacked 
support for raising a multi-racial family. Despite 
these extremely segregated conditions, however, 
my family is not an anomaly. Children of color do 
not need to grow up in Idaho to be isolated from 
their own race—they can grow up in any one of a 
thousand white suburbs and be just as isolated.

No child, whether adopted at the age of 
six years or six weeks, can develop a positive 
sense of cultural and community identity 
without consistent contact with members 
of his/her race. It does not trouble me that 
transracial placements have increased over the 
past 20 years and will continue to increase in 
the wake of the Multiethnic Placement Act of 
1994 and the Removal of Interethnic Barriers in 
Adoption Law of 1996. However, I am saddened 
by the possibility that, as the number of cross-
racial adoptions multiplies, so will the number of 
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children of color isolated in white neighborhoods 
and, in turn, the number of adult adoptees 
searching for identity. 

The true answers to questions about the 
“development” of transracial adoptees will be 
found only when adoptees and their families 
can look back 20, 30, or 40 years and assess 
the impact of the transracial placement on their 
entire lives. So far, the voices of the subjects of 
this contentious and often emotional battle have 
gone largely unheard. We have been studied as 
children, but we have not been listened to or 
consulted as teenagers and young adults. We 
have a lot to say.  

Gretchen Rohr is a senior at Macalester College, 
where she is student body president. She worked as 
a volunteer at NCYL during the summer.

©Reprinted with permission from the May/June, 
1996 issue of Youth Law News, a publication of 
the National Center for Youth Law. 


