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SCHOOL, HOMEWORK,  
AND THE SEVEN CORE ISSUES IN ADOPTION

© 2004, Blaze Newman, Kinship Center®

LOSS
Many adopted children experience mixed emotions of anxiety and excitement when they begin 
school in kindergarten or first grade. They hope to have fun and learn interesting things they 
have seen adults and other children do—such as read. However, many adopted children, due to 
factors including in utero drug exposure, early abuse and trauma, and past emotional instability, 
are not able to succeed as easily as many of their classmates. Thus, these children experience 
additional losses — of their vision of school as a good place to be, of the learning they had 
anticipated, of their hopes to succeed at school, and of themselves as “smart.”

STRATEGIES FOR HELPING CHILDREN DEAL WITH LOSS
♦	 Parents	need	to	accept the reality of the child’s loss and	avoid	ignoring	or	minimizing	

it.	If	the	child	can	verbalize	her/his	pain	related	to	school,	listen	carefully,	and,	then,	
acknowledge	that	pain	(e.g.,	“Sounds	like	it’s	really	hard	to	still	be	in	that	reading	group	
when	the	other	kids	have	moved	on”).	Be	careful	not	to	encourage	the	child’s	negative	
feelings	about	school	but	don’t	try	to	convince	the	child	that	s/he	is	wrong	to	have	those	
feelings	or	that	s/he	is	misperceiving	the	situation.

♦	 Look	for	ways	to	help your child feel successful in other arenas—taking	care	of	a	pet,	
being	a	good	friend,	playing	music	or	a	sport,	etc.

♦	 Provide	regular, sincere, and specific positive input	about	schoolwork	s/he	does,	no	
matter	how	small	the	achievement.	Be	sure	to	match	the	scale	of	praise	to	the	scale	of	
the	achievement,	saving	great	celebrations	for	truly	momentous	achievements.

REJECTION
For many adopted children, school is mostly about rejection. Because they lacked some of the 
input necessary to develop effective interpersonal skills, many of these children are rejected by 
their peers. Even teachers may reject the children (or appear to do so) out of frustration about 
not being able to help them succeed. Also, these children may behave in odd or inappropri-
ate ways in the classroom, leading teachers to anger and rejection. Often, teachers will send 

“naughty” children outside the room or to the office to be dealt with—which surely may feel 
like rejection to the child.

STRATEGIES FOR HELPING CHILDREN DEAL WITH  REJECTION
♦	 These	children	need	to	know	that	regardless	of	what	is	revealed	about	their	struggles	and	

shortcomings,	their parents won’t reject them.
♦	 Look	for	books	and	movies	that	will	help	your	child	see	how	to	behave	in	various	

situations	and	how	to	interact	with	a	variety	of	people.
♦	 Whenever	possible,	model and discuss appropriate interpersonal behaviors.
♦	 Work with the child’s teacher to find alternate ways of responding to the child’s 

inappropriate behavior, so	the	child	isn’t	banished	from	the	classroom	or	suspended	from	
school.
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GUILT/SHAME
Because these children do not understand the complex issues that cause them to have signifi-
cant difficulties with school work, many of them assume that the problems stem from intrinsic 
defects in them—in their intelligence, their likability, their work ethic, their concentration, etc. 
Such assumptions may cause the children to feel guilty and ashamed—e.g., “If I just tried hard-
er, I could do it, but I don’t, and so it’s all my fault.” A boy receiving special education services 
told me that for years he thought “RSP” (Resource Specialist Program, a category of Special 
Education) meant “Really Stupid People.” Clearly, no one could not feel ashamed of being in a 
program they believed was for such people.

STRATEGIES FOR HELPING CHILDREN DEAL WITH GUILT/SHAME
♦	 Help	the children identify their strengths,	based	on	clear	evidence.	Do	not	lie	to	the	child	

or	provide	praise	that	cannot	be	backed	up	with	specific	accomplishments,	because	that	
might	be	perceived	as	provoked	by	pity,	and	thus	lead	to	more	shame.

♦	 Based	on	the	child’s	age	and	maturity,	provide	the	appropriate	level	and	amount	of	
information about some of the factors that may be causing her/him to have difficulties	with	
schoolwork.

♦	 Embrace	every	opportunity	to	show your child that you not only love her/him but are also 
proud of her/him	(again,	for	specific	traits	or	actions).	

♦	 While	not	minimizing	the	value	of	school,	be	sure	to	communicate	that	academic success 
is only a part of being a success as a person.	Look	for	books	and	movies	that	show	the	
value	of	other	types	of	success—being	a	good	friend,	being	responsible,	being	creative,	
thinking	for	oneself,	etc.

GRIEF
Due to these losses, school—and everything connected with them—for these children is often 
associated with pain. They experience true grief that their school-related hopes and plans 
appear to have died. To avoid feeling the pain of this grief, children may well actively avoid (as 
much as they can) everything related to school. Grief can also lead to unrecognized depression 
that can impede learning.

STRATEGIES FOR HELPING CHILDREN DEAL WITH GRIEF
♦	 As	with	loss,	children	need	to	be	allowed to grieve	and	not	have	their	sadness	ignored	or	

disputed.
♦	 Help	the	child	find	the	courage	to	face	the	possibility	of	grief	by	providing clear, strong, 

and consistent emotional support.	Just	having	a	parent	sit	in	the	same	room	as	the	child	
while	s/he	does	homework	can	be	very	reassuring	for	the	child.

♦	 Find	non-verbal	ways	to	help	children	express	their	grief.	One	good	strategy	is	to	have	
them	draw	pictures	of	topics	such	as	how	they	feel	at	school,	what	the	classroom	looks	
like	to	them,	etc.

IDENTITY
Many adopted children have developed, as part of their identity, the vision that they are “losers” 
in terms of school. This vision may be reinforced by their awareness that their birth parents 
were not good students. They have formed an image of themselves that, while it is painful, 
is what they know and are used to. Actions that challenge this identity can, themselves, be 



Pathways to Permanence 2: Parenting Children Who Have Experienced Trauma and Loss
©2012 Kinship Center®  A Member of Seneca Family of Agencies 2-65

Pathways to  
Permanence 2

Parenting  
Children  

Experienced 
Trauma 
and Loss

Who have

Session 2

Lifelong 
Issues in 

Permanence

Homework
Optional 
Reading

frightening because they challenge the child’s existing identity, which may already be fragile 
because the child was adopted.

STRATEGIES FOR HELPING CHILDREN DEAL WITH IDENTITY
♦	 Time	in	a	stable, nurturing, and supportive environment	is	necessary	for	children	to	feel	

safe	enough	to	let	go	of	painful	beliefs	about	themselves.
♦	 As	children	see	the	option of having positive views of themselves	(because	people	they	

respect	and	care	about	hold	such	views	of	them),	they	begin	to	let	go	of	negative	parts	of	
their	identities.

♦	 Help	these	children	develop	an	ongoing	list	of	positive	words	or	phrases	about	
themselves	as	learners,	e.g.,	determined,	good	listener,	etc.

INTIMACY
Letting	others	know	about	our	weaknesses,	confusions,	and	inabilities	is	a	form	of	

intimacy	and	vulnerability.	Children	who	fear	intimacy,	therefore,	may	strive	mightily	to	hide	
this	information,	often	by	blustering	that	the	work	itself	is	stupid	and	worthless	or	by	directly	
refusing	to	even	try	to	complete	it—since	that	effort	might	well	reveal	their	weaknesses.	By	
avoiding	the	work,	they	avoid	the	feared	intimacy	that	is	an	integral	part	of	the	relationship	
between	learner	and	anyone	helping	her/him.

STRATEGIES FOR HELPING CHILDREN DEAL WITH INTIMACY
♦	 As	children	feel	increasingly	safe,	they	will,	very	slowly,	become	a	bit	more	able	to	risk 

the intimacy of revealing their fears and struggles.	So,	the	first	step	here	is	to	focus	on	
building	that	sense	of	safety.	

♦	 As	a	way	to	strengthen	your	family	bond	while	also	supporting	your	child’s	academic	
needs,	learn	something	together.	Find	a	topic	your	child	wants	to	know	about	(and	you	
don’t	know	much	about,	such	as	Amazon	snakes	or	the	history	of	animation)	and	explore	
it	together.	Be	sure	to	let	your	child	see	your	confusion,	lack	of	knowledge,	etc.	as	a	
way	to	model	being	okay	about	such	feelings.	When	possible,	find	ways	to	involve	the	
academic	skills	your	child	needs	to	work	on	(e.g.,	understanding	charts	and	graphs	or	
identifying	main	ideas	in	a	text)	but	don’t	push	to	make	that	happen.	Mostly,	enjoy	being	
learners	together	and	discovering	cool	stuff.

♦	 Because	your	relationship	with	your	child	differs	from	the	child’s	relationship	with	
other	people,	you	may	have	to	accept—at	least	for	now—that	both	of	you	(and	your	
relationship!)	may	be	better	off	if	you	do	not	try	to	act	as	a	tutor	for	your	child.	However,	
this	does	not	mean	that	you	stop	communicating	the	importance	of	doing	homework	and	
providing	a	structure	in	which	it	is	expected	to	be	done	(or,	at	least,	attempted).

MASTERY/CONTROL
In the same way that people with anorexia starve themselves as a means of exerting control 
over some aspect of their lives, so adoptees (who often feel little control over their lives as a 
result of repeated moves) may refuse to do school work as a way to assert their control over this 
aspect of their lives. Also, because they may believe themselves incapable of doing the work 
(and thus being denied a feeling of mastery that way), they may give themselves an alternative 
sense of control by battling their teachers and parents over the assigned work.

STRATEGIES FOR HELPING CHILDREN DEAL WITH MASTERY/CONTROL
♦	 The	more	the	parent	fights	with	the	child	about	school	or	doing	the	homework,	the	

stronger	is	the	child’s	commitment	to	not	give	in,	because	to	do	so	would	be	to	relinquish	
control.	
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♦	 Rather than argue about school or the homework, agree with your child that the work is 
hard	(and	her/his	other	negative	comments	about	it).	Make	yourself	and	your	child	a team	
against the hard work	(but	not	against	the	teacher	who	assigned	it!).	

♦	 If	your	child	complains,	commiserate	with	her/him	about	the	homework,	being	clear	that	
whether or not to do it is completely her/his decision. Let	the	consequences	of	not	doing	
the	homework	lie	with	the	teacher,	rather	than	with	you.	

♦	 Before	school	begins	each	year,	collaborate with your child to decide how s/he will do 
homework:	a	good	location,	the	best	time	period,	how	many	breaks	(and	for	how	long)	the	
child	may	take	while	working,	acceptable	activities	during	breaks,	how	to	decide	the	order	
in	which	to	do	assignments,	and	how	to	ask	for	guidance	on	assignments.	Make clear 
that this time period is for doing academic work, so if there is no homework assigned, the 
child will still spend the agreed-upon amount of time in the “homework” location, doing 
other activities that will support her/his learning. Possible	activities:	reading,	writing	letters	
to	friends	or	relatives,	reviewing	old	schoolwork	to	strengthen	skills,	creating	and	then	
maintaining	a	budget	for	saving	and	spending	their	allowance,	etc.	Lots	of	ideas	and	
enrichment	activities	are	available	on-line	and	in	stores	that	sell	materials	for	teachers.	

♦	 Always	behave	and	speak	based	on	the	knowledge	that	your relationship with your 
child is much more important than any schoolwork.	Unlike	poor	grades	and	gaps	
in	learning	that	can	be	compensated	for	fairly	easily	later,	damage	to	the	attachment	
between	you	and	your	child	will	undermine	growth	in	all	areas.


