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Topic:  The Shame in Foster Care





Ideas: Most children and youth who come into foster care believe that they are the cause of their current circumstances.  As a result of that belief and society’s view of foster care, they suffer debilitating shame. And like shame from any source, the only way to undermine its power is to expose it.
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Discussion: It never stops amazing me that children from even the worst circumstances of abuse and neglect feel responsible for their conditions.  Clinicians theorize that this misplaced ownership beats the fear of being vulnerable and powerless.  We know it leads to the reactive behaviors of perfectionism and/or negativism. But regardless of the source, the product of that thinking is a well of shame that traps our kids and threatens to drown them.


The children in our care, young and old feel ashamed of being “state wards”, orphans of the living.  This shame is a debilitating condition that limits one’s ability to be oneself, to own one’s strengths, to develop self-esteem.  It interferes with a youngster’s ability to attach to caring adults, to trust them, and to claim them.  Shame claims and constricts our children as long as it goes unexposed.


Although there is no way to cut off the sources of that shame for the children already in care, we can still help them to address it.  Counter intuitive as it may be, the remedy for shame is openness.  It is very difficult to help children to look at, hold and acknowledge shame because of the strong feelings it engenders in us as well.  This remedy is all the more difficult because they have to open their shame and sources of shame to the light and air, not us.  If we try to expose the shame, we may compound it.  In exposing themselves to the scrutiny of their own descriptions, in the stories they tell, in the telling of what they feel, in remembering their pain, they find the power of their own healing.  In allowing them to own it, we help them to rob the shame of its power.


What Do You Think?
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