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Adoption and Foster Stress and how Art can help heal with communicating, bonding and stress relief. 

What is Adoption/Foster Stress?  Adoption/Foster stress is manifested in everything involved in the adoption/fostering process, feelings, thoughts, actions and physical reactions of all parties associated with it—by birth parents, adoptive parents and certainly, fostered and adoptive children. Adoptive and Foster parents can be empowered by having an understanding of the symptoms suggestive of traumatic exposure, and by that we can identify children who may be experiencing traumatic stress reactions. Ultimately, by identifying symptoms early, we can address emotional, social, behavioral and educational needs. We certainly don’t wait to address physical trauma. And, in the same way, we must not wait to address traumatic stress. 
The biggest factor is that unfortunately, far too many adoptive children have faced traumatic events including, but not limited to, neglect, exploitation, physical and sexual abuse and various degrees of abandonment. 
The good news is that positive experiences like art helps with Adoption/foster stress by helping child and adult relate to one another even when children have withdrawn and traditional communication has been damaged.

How can you tell if they have it? If you have a foster/adopted child, chances are they do. More intense cases, we see immature and regressive behaviors in younger children—behaviors that have been abandoned in the past are often observed again (e.g., thumb sucking, bed wetting, fear of the dark, loss of bladder control, speech difficulties, decreases in appetite, clinging and whining, and separation difficulties). Older children may manifest periods of sadness and crying, poor concentration, fears of personal harm, aggressive behaviors, withdrawal/social isolation, attention-seeking behavior, anxiety and fears, etc. Other behaviors can culminate a diagnosis of oppositional defiant disorders~ children can’t typically communicate their emotions, so they act them out.  

After taking a look at some more factors in foster stress, here’s some more reasons to give yourself and the kids lots of credit, pats on the back, and plenty of time for rest and play.

You’re both handling new physical issues that arise Practical matters associated with the acquisition of an adoptive/foster child may be serious medical concerns, school and education, financial issues.
You’re both dealing with the emotional life changing that goes on in fostering. Dealing with “foster in laws”, stress from the major life change of welcoming another whole person into your lives may center around the realization of a dream, challenges, new responsibilities, and a future marked by uncertainty, “misunderstandings,” and disappointments. One primary cause of disappointments is reality not meeting with expectations. Children may be appreciative, but may not be able to show it through their confusion and hurt. Not to mention the worry we, the insecurities and doubts and more expectations about all of the above.  

The kids are carrying both theirs and  their previous caretakers’ emotional baggage The kids have seen their previous caretakers’ stress and learned both positive and negative coping skills of their birth parents. Children will behave they way they were taught. Birth parents lack financial support, emotional support and healthy living practices. Surrendering a child for fostering is stressful since oftentimes, due to their circumstance, they have little choice or control and must surrender their child for adoption. Birth parents of foster children haven’t had the emotional or financial supports for themselves, much less their children. 
You’re dealing with your own  history  We all bring to the table their own history of stress. Pre-adoption issues, which may include fertility problems, losses and significant relationship conflicts. Foster parents maybe not so much, but we all have our emotional baggage. 
Something as familiar as Art helps with all these things, giving the children safe outlets for processing and trust building.

Ok, so during the times you sit and hang out, get out some art play things and just play. While you’re relaxing and having fun, you’ll be building trust and communicating in a whole new language. Here’s some suggestions may help communication remain open.
1. Listen to the content of their art, most of it will tell a story. By focusing on the content of the art or poetry, not the way it looks or sounds, you’re helping the child be heard and appreciated. It may be beautiful or it may be emotionally difficult to see (I miss my Daddy). 
You do a great service by allowing them to tell you their feelings with acceptance. (Some are more sensitive than they let on and sometimes even acknowledging a flaw in their art is enough to shut them down.) Just listen and give praise for trusting you enough to share that with you. 

2. Share yourself, too. Share back with them a story or drawing of something similar in your experience. This way, they can relate to you and form a bond. People understand each other through shared emotions of similar experiences and this is an important factor for building strong, trusting relationships.

3. Allow them some control. If you read into their art disturbing facts they’ve not discussed, allowing them to open up in their time builds their trust in you. Its OK to let them know that they can talk to you.
4. You don’t have to take it all on. If you ever feel overwhelmed, you, your child or your whole household may need the advice of professional services. It’s the best and most healthy way to go, no man is an island.  

5. Have fun! This time spent with your child in games, drawing, painting, creating is fun  and fun is healing.  

By understanding stress of this nature and recognizing the symptoms, we can intervene early, educate and empower victims and new parents, and prevent acute difficulties from becoming chronic problem.  Mark Lerner, Ph.D.  with changes and modifications by Linda Hill, volunteer of therapeutic art.

Extra tips in HEALING adoptive/foster stress
In healing foster and adoption stress, the primary ingredients are understanding, empathy, patience and acceptance for working with children with traumatic backgrounds:
· Educate yourself on positive parenting strategies like positive discipline

· Be patient and forgiving with yourself, your child, and other folks in the home. Practice going with the flow and forgiveness. Of yourself, most importantly (
· Educate yourself about positive parenting methods. Attachment parenting and positive discipline benefit both the child’s and the adults’ self esteem. There are some great books and websites out there on positive discipline.
· Take time for yourself and don’t feel guilty about it. Take breaks when you feel overwhelmed and look outside yourself for guidance and fellowship. Other parents are wealths of advice. 

· Take nothing your child says or does personally. Remember: they are behaving what they were taught and you may be their first or only opportunity to learn love, acceptance, genuine-ness and forgiveness. 
· Take into consideration where and what circumstances they have come from. Whats normal for them might be pretty bad and they might  automatically feel that YOU will do the same to them that they’ve experienced before. Their normal might be exploitation, fear, anger, harsh punishment, paranoia, mistrust, denial, shame, and neglect. You’re teaching them a new normal while being in your home and it takes time.
· As parents to this new child, you may need alternative methods of understanding him/her… opening up and art, music, movies, poetry, dreams and faery tales are all methods for communicating indirectly with scared little people. 
