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The role of the foster family in promoting Self-esteem, Personal Identity, and Cultural Identity

Families provide us with our personal identity, an understanding of our culture, and the connections that give us a sense of belonging and permanence.  Children who need foster families are often at risk regarding positive self-esteem, personal identity, and cultural identity.  Self-esteem is jeopardized through the trauma of physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, and maltreatment.  When the trauma of placement occurs, and children must deal with loss and separation, self-esteem and personal identity are further jeopardized. The foster care team has a responsibility to assist children to develop positive self-esteem, and to help them develop an understanding of who they are.  The primary way the team can do this is by supporting family relationships.

How team work supports family relationships

There are a variety of ways to help support the child's relationships, including:

· Supporting family visits

· Talking to the child about his or her family

· Encouraging birth family participation in decision making for the child (education, medical treatment, and services)

· Obtaining pictures of the birth family for the child.

· Taking the child back to visit his or her community, church or school.

· Planning for telephone calls and letters

· Having the child draw pictures/create artwork for the birth family.

· Ensuring that the possessions given to the child by his or her family are respected.

· Including the birth family in the child's prayers at bedtime.

· Reassuring the child that the birth family cares for him or her despite the difficulties the family has had in meeting the child's needs.

· Being courteous and respectful to the birth family in front of the child.

· Not talking negatively about the birth family in front of or to the child.

· Asking for the birth parents' input or assistance on a parenting issue (what kinds of food does the child like, what are the child's favorite toys).

These examples fall into two categories – supporting family connections and promoting continuity.  When we talk about supporting family connections, we are referring to ways that we help the child to maintain contact or continue to preserve the connections to the family, culture, and community.  When we talk about  family continuity, we are referring to how to help the child understand his or her history, and attachments and losses through time.

The impact of placement on the child's connections and sense of continuity.

When we try to break family connections:

· Send a message that there is something bad about the child

· Reject the child's family or the child's community, and, in effect, reject the child

· Demonstrate to the child that he or she cannot trust his or her new caregivers – they have already failed to meet his or her needs for connection and belonging.

When we seek to build, heal, or strengthen family connections we:

· Demonstrate unconditional acceptance of the child

· Show respect for the child's connections

· Help the child to be more self-accepting.

Supporting and maintaining family connections

The most significant way that family connections are supported is through the family visit.  Research has consistently shown that visits are the key to reunifying families.  If children visit with their parents frequently, they are more likely to return home.  This is because the relationship and bond are maintained.

Successful visits:

· Reinforce the child's identity

· Help the child to know his or her parents are all right

· Demonstrate to the child that the parents care and love him or her.

· Give the child a sense of hopefulness

· Help alleviate the child's guilt, and reinforce family strengths and competence

The team must work together to effectively plan and prepare for visits.  Planning must consider whether or not visits will be supervised, where visits will take place, their length and frequency.

Members of the foster care team need to know that children are going to react to the visits in a way that reflects where they are in the grieving process.  While it may be difficult to predict how a child will respond, it is best for everyone to expect some reaction – and see this as a normal response.

We may want to protect the child from visits, the past, and his or her family.  In protecting the child, we also want to protect ourselves – from having to handle the child's behavior after visits, or from the discomfort we feel when we know children are in emotional pain.  Yet we cannot protect a child from visits, the past, or the family – these are already a part of the child.

It is our responsibility to help the child manage his or her feelings.  These feelings may be particularly intense after a family visit.

While visits are the primary means to support family connections other steps you can take include:

· Involve parents in planning for and implementing placement

· Continue to recognize the parents role in making decisions about the child’s life (medical, educational)

· Use creative ways of supporting family connections.  When parents are not available to a child (illness, death, or emotionally distant) the child can be encouraged to write letters, draw pictures, or make video or cassette tapes

· Provide the child with information about his or her family

· Provide the child with a picture

· Simply talk to the child about his or her family.

Promoting Family Continuity

Children in Foster Family Homes risk losing family continuity.  There are three specific challenges:

· Separation from birth family, even for a brief time, interrupts the continuity of the relationship

· Lack of continuity, as well as the problems and needs that led to placement, may prevent the family from transmitting its own family history

· Placement brings about a new family (or families), and the child must integrate and understand each new experience of family living.

Foster parents as part of the professional tea, help children make peace with their past.  We call it using the present to deal with the past, to prepare for the future.  You can think of it as "Time Traveling" It's an important role.  Some of the things you can do as a foster family to utilize this concept include talking with the child about past experiences, helping the child understand transitions and changes, taking pictures and recording the child's life events while in your home, helping the child to obtain pictures or meaningful souvenirs, and respecting the child's possessions.

The importance of maintaining parental involvement

Parental involvement in the foster care process was not emphasized in the past, instead parents:

· Were completely displaced in their children's lives

· Received almost no attention from social workers

· Were discouraged, sometimes prohibited, from seeing their children

· Were given no information about their children's foster family, and, therefore, had no contact with them

· Became hostile, suspicious, and apathetic

Parent involvement is now a priority in foster care programs.  It is recognized that Physical separation alone does not interrupt the powerful parent-child bond.  Parents are seen as:

· Playing a significant role, even when separated from their children
· Having legal right and responsibilities
· Needing to be involved in specific activities
· Wanting to improve their behavior and take charge whenever possible.
Activities in which parents can participate include:

· Making a pre-placement visit to a foster family home

· Physically caring for their children during visit

· Making a family scrapbook or family tree with their children

· Accompanying their children  to medical appointments

· Participating in school conferences

· Formulating, reviewing, and modifying the service plan

· Participating on an agency committee composed of parents

· Attending agency functions for parents and their children

By involving parents, agencies are able to

· Maintain and improve parent-child relationships, and promote family cohesiveness and a sense of identification.

· Enhance parents overall competence by improving their skills and self-esteem

· Ensure that parents exercise their rights and responsibilities

· Facilitate family reunification, when appropriate, in a timely way

· Identify alternative permanent plans when reunification is not possible

Importance of the Sibling bond

Mental health experts are beginning to recognize the significance and power of the sibling relationship

· It can be longer lasting and more influential than any other, including those with parents, spouse, or children

· When severed, the negative consequences can last a lifetime.

Separating siblings in foster care adds to their emotional burden and trauma because:

· They have already had to cope with the separation and loss of their parents.

· If they are then separated from their siblings, they must experience the grieving process all over again.

· If they were abused or neglected by their parents, they will often have stronger ties to each other.

· They may have learned very early to depend on and cooperate with each other to cope with their problems.

· Sometimes it is only through their siblings that children have been able to gain any positive self-esteem

· Often, they are able to reveal to each other parts of themselves that they cannot share with anyone else.

Research on siblings who have been separated reveals that:

· When children are separated because of sibling rivalry, it teaches them that the way to deal with conflict is to walk away from it, not to work it out.

�





Self-esteem, Personal Identity, Cultural Identity


Abrazo Foster Family Agency











PAGE  
3
Self Esteem, Personal & Cultural Identity


