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FOREWORD

Generations of secrecy, shame, negative stereotypes, and noxious stigmas
have inflicted considerable damage on adoption itself and, more impor-

tant, on too many of the people whose lives are touched, altered, or shaped
by this essential, wondrous institution. Our society created and still rein-
forces the undermining notion that adoption, because it most often is a sec-
ond choice, must therefore be a lesser way of forming a family, even though
we all know that second choice isn’t necessarily second best in virtually any
other aspect of life. We have frequently turned birth parents into lesser
beings (“What kind of woman would give up her own flesh and blood?”);
transformed adoptive parents into pitiable creatures (“I’m sorry you couldn’t
have any real children.”); and, worst of all, branded innocent children as bas-
tards and as illegitimate, while using the very words that describe them as an
insult (“You’re adopted!”). Add to this artificially unhealthy climate the very
real issues of separation, loss, compromised identity formation, and other
concerns that truly are parts of adoption, and it becomes easy to understand
why members of the “triad”—particularly adopted people of all ages, but also
adoptive and birth parents—seem to be overrepresented in clinical care.

Unfortunately, this same history of secrecy also has taken a heavy toll on
the very community that is supposed to provide care. That is, too many men-
tal health professionals dealing with adoption-related matters believe some
or all of the faulty stereotypes; too many (unintentionally) pathologize adop-
tion and those whose lives include it; and too many devise theories and ther-
apies by extrapolating from singular, personal, or not-necessarily-represen-
tative experiences rather than drawing from any formal training—and treat
their patients accordingly. Most pointedly for the purposes of this discussion,
mainly because it’s hard to learn much about secrets, too many mental-
health professionals lack solid treatment models from which they can accu-
mulate accurate information or on which they can base their own work.

Against this backdrop, Creative Arts Therapies Approaches in Adoption and
Foster Care is important for two major reasons. First and foremost, it should
be a very useful tool in a world where there simply aren’t many. The exam-
ples within it are well chosen to help clinicians understand the most critical
concerns in their field; they are thoughtfully presented so that readers will
gain telling insights and context, not just limited information about individ-
ual cases; and, as the title accurately indicates, they offer new ways of think-
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ing about and dealing with problems relating to or stemming from adoption
and foster care. The second reason this book is so important is both simpler
and more complicated: It exists. Adoption has been around for centuries and
now touches roughly 80 million to 100 million Americans within their imme-
diate families; yet—again, because of the fog of shame and secrecy that,
thankfully, is finally lifting—relatively little solid research has been conduct-
ed on the subject and a paucity of informed books have been printed about
it. So I raise a glass to Donna Betts for giving us “Creative Arts Therapies”
because—in addition to its many substantive contributions—it simultaneously
serves as an unambiguous marker of how far we have come and as a clear,
early indicator that adoption and foster care are finally starting to receive the
attention they have long deserved.

While I’m confident this book will do a lot of good, for both clinicians and
for the people they help, I hope that readers (in or out of the therapy world)
do not draw any flawed conclusions from the cases it highlights—or even
from its title, which is not intended to send the message that all adoption and
foster care requires therapy. It would undermine everyone concerned, for
example, for anyone to infer that adoption, per se, may be inherently prob-
lematic or that specific negative behaviors by adoptees must be intrinsic. The
case studies contained here do indeed teach vital lessons, but they are the
result of a deliberate selection process and therefore do not illustrate univer-
sal truths any more than would a book full of stories solely about children
who have been adopted from foster care and are thriving.

Members of nontraditional families almost by definition have to deal with
more complexities in their lives, sometimes including or leading to problems
that require professional assistance. It is true for those in families that include
stepparents, divorced parents, single mothers, same-sex parents, grandpar-
ents who raise their grandchildren, parents who have different races or reli-
gions, and so on. The adults and children within such families also appear to
be overrepresented in clinical care but, in imperfect shorthand, we have
learned (and are still learning) that it is neither fair nor constructive to pathol-
ogize an entire institution and those within it simply because it has discrete
issues or because it is defined by its own normative patterns and behaviors.
It is no surprise that we have been slow to apply that knowledge to adoption,
given its surreptitious past, but the resulting lack of perspective can yield
imperfect therapeutic results and intellectual conclusions.

An easy example: The vast majority of mental health professionals I have
interviewed during the last few years, including some who have very positive
views about adoption and others who have personally treated very few mem-
bers of the “triad,” state as a given that adoptees are overrepresented in clin-
ical care. And they cite that as prima facie evidence, if not proof, that some-
thing—not necessarily something huge, but something—probably is amiss
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with adoption itself. Yet there are so many other explanations for this phe-
nomenon, assuming (as I do) that the premise of over-representation is true
despite the lack of hard data. Some parents and clinicians do not know that
adoptees go through normative developmental stages that can differ marked-
ly from those of children born into their families, for example, while others
don’t explore the possibility that the children involved were simply acting
out because they were taunted by classmates about being adopted or because
they were given an insensitive assignment by a teacher. It also stands to rea-
son that some sizable percentage wind up in clinical care because their par-
ents know so little about the children’s genealogies, family medical histories,
or biological parents’ behavioral backgrounds that they seek help at times
when other moms and dads might only have thought, “That’s what I did
when I was a kid; she’ll outgrow it.” Moreover, because of the considerable
expenses involved, the men and women who adopt infants in this country or
children from abroad tend to be more affluent and educated than the popu-
lation as a whole—and, as a result, tend to be more amenable to seeking men-
tal health services for themselves and for members of their families.

That means some people who are diagnosed as having adoption-related
problems actually are acting “normally” under the particular circumstances
or are suffering from an unrelated ailment, and vice versa. A father who
comes in because he bickers constantly with his daughter may need to be
treated for his unacknowledged resentment about the infertility that led him
to adopt, for example, while a woman who wants help for the depression
she’s feeling because her “only” child just went off to college might instead
require counseling for the grief she never permitted herself to experience
after relinquishing her first baby decades ago—assuming the clinician knows
the right questions to ask.

None of which is to suggest that the issues clinicians identify in the
adoptees and other triad members who come to them are imaginary or nec-
essarily less severe than they might seem. And, in the case of foster care, the
more we know the better we understand that children involuntarily torn
from their roots and transplanted from one temporary home to another can-
not escape some degree of emotional, psychic and/or developmental harm.
But individual problems, and the treatments for them, may indeed be differ-
ent than they first appear to professionals making assessments through the
prism of insufficient information or flawed stereotypes. To state the obvious,
the treatment is most effective when the diagnosis is closest to the mark.
Unfortunately, even during this period of unprecedented attention to and
even affection for adoption, lingering myths prevent too many Americans
whose job is to help people—from teachers to social workers to medical pro-
fessionals—from clearly seeing their targets. “Creative Arts Therapies,” and
hopefully other books that follow, will help to change this reality by dealing
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with adoption and foster care issues straightforwardly, honestly and, most
remarkably, with new ideas. It was hard to develop new ideas, at least ones
of any value, during the decades when people barely spoke about these
issues above a whisper. This book’s publication heralds a new era.

ADAM PERTMAN, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute
Author: Adoption Nation

www.adoptionnation.com
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PREFACE

The creative arts therapies, which include art, dance/movement, drama,
music, poetry, and psychodrama as part of the healing process, are suc-

cessful approaches in working with clients whose lives are touched by adop-
tion and foster care. Creative arts therapy services are available to families
and individuals in a variety of settings, including schools, hospitals, commu-
nity mental health centers, treatment homes, and private clinics. Families or
individuals may actively seek out these services, or they may be referred for
treatment. For example, a family may find art therapy to be an appropriate
modality in coming to terms with their adopted daughter’s discovery that she
was adopted. Or, a son who was adopted at the age of 7 and experiences
grief over losing his birthparents would have an opportunity to work through
his feelings in a drama therapy group. A foster child who acts out at school
might find solace in individual music therapy sessions. Or, a grieving birth-
mother could benefit from a poetry therapy group to work through her pro-
found feelings of loss after relinquishing her baby boy.

This volume presents perspectives of creative arts therapies approaches in
adoption and foster care. Creative arts therapists will find this collection to
be of particular relevance, but the intention is to also introduce this subject
to a wide range of clinicians, including those in the associated professions of
social work, counseling, psychology, psychiatry, nursing, teaching, and relat-
ed fields. The chapters refer specifically to the development and contempo-
rary application of creative arts therapies approaches in adoption and foster
care.

The chapters reflect the ways in which creative arts therapies can be
applied in different clinical settings and represent the spectrum of ideas in
current practice. The first seven chapters focus on adoption and present the-
oretical perspectives on adoption adjustment that include: psychodynamic,
attachment, social role, family systems, stress and coping, object relations,
trauma, cognitive-behavioral, and biological perspectives. A variety of psy-
chological constructs are explored, such as: trust, attachment, abandonment,
rejection, self-esteem, identity integration, grief, and loss. These chapters also
reflect types of work with specific adoption populations, including interna-
tional and transracial. Individual, group, and family therapy formats are out-
lined. Approaches to treatment including art, drama, music, play, and sand
tray therapy are presented predominantly in case study format. In some
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cases, diagnosis and assessment are discussed. 
In Part Two, the five chapters that focus on foster care explore: the creative

art therapist’s role in the social system; attachment and foster care research;
issues such as self-esteem, boundaries, guilt, shame, loss, ambivalence,
aggression, splitting, rejection, trauma; themes of abuse and neglect, re-
silience, and behavioral and emotional disturbances. The case material
discussed in this section was accumulated in a variety of therapeutic and edu-
cational groups as well as in individual therapy sessions, including settings
that used drama therapy methods, interactive theater, and a creative arts
approach to treating foster families.

Five chapters exploring transcultural and transracial issues are the focus of
Part Three. As adoption and foster care of children from different countries
and backgrounds become increasingly popular, this topic holds particular
significance in the work of many creative arts therapists. 

Because of the lack of published work in this area, the authors of this book
defined a need and came together to create a collection of work that many
practitioners will find to be useful. Each of the authors involved in this proj-
ect welcomes the growth of interest in the application of the creative arts
therapies in working with adoptive and foster care populations. It is hoped
that this book will help meet a demand for ideas and practical information
about this topic on the part of an audience reaching beyond the creative arts
therapies.

D.J.B.
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INTRODUCTION

Adoption and foster care are social systems that differ in terms of place-
ment permanency, but share similarities with respect to issues such as

loss of parents and caregivers. According to the American Academy of Child
and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP, 1999), approximately 120,000 children
are adopted each year in the United States. Although the number of children
available for adoption within the United States has dropped in recent
decades, numerous children, here and abroad, still need a home. 

Research has shown that adopted children are overrepresented in both
outpatient and inpatient mental health settings (Wierzbicki, 1993, in
Brodzinsky et al., 1998). However, to some extent this finding may be due to
a referral and response bias on the part of the adoptive parents and profes-
sionals (Brodzinsky, et al., 1998). Furthermore, although some adopted chil-
dren may develop behavioral or emotional difficulties, these may or may not
result from issues linked to adoption (AACAP, 1999).

AACAP defines foster care as the care of a child on a full-time or tempo-
rary basis by persons other than his own parents. This form of alternative
care is intended to offer a supportive family environment to children whose
natural parents cannot care for them (AACAP, 1998). 

Placements in foster care have dramatically increased over the past 10
years. Over 500,000 children in the United States reside in some form of fos-
ter care. Despite the increasing numbers, children in foster care and foster
parents are mostly “invisible” in communities and often lack needed sup-
ports and resources (AACAP, 1998). 

Being removed from one’s home and then placed in foster care is a diffi-
cult and stressful experience. Many fostered children have suffered some
form of serious abuse or neglect. In addition, approximately 30 percent of
children in foster care have severe emotional, behavioral, or developmental
problems. Physical health problems are also common (AACAP, 1998).

Although the number of relative caregivers (“kinship” foster care) has
increased over the past decade, there has been a decrease in the number of
available nonrelative foster parents, i.e., those not biologically related to the
child (AACAP, 1998). This has resulted in larger numbers of children
remaining in institutional settings. 

When working with this vulnerable population, several factors are impor-
tant to bear in mind. Brodzinsky (1998) asserted that adoption issues are sub-
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tle and not readily expressed by children in therapy, regardless of the clini-
cian’s theoretical orientation. Therapists are urged to become more familiar
with the unique clinical themes represented in the intrapsychic and interper-
sonal lives of adopted individuals and to expand their repertoire of assess-
ment and treatment techniques, including strategies that target adoption-spe-
cific issues. Creative arts therapies assessments and treatment techniques rep-
resent a successful alternative to traditional approaches.

Some effective methods for the treatment of adopted children include the
Lifebook, pictorial timelines, therapeutic rituals, journal writing, and written
role-play exercises (Brodzinsky, 1998). These techniques can and have been
incorporated into the work of creative arts therapists. For instance, Robert-
son (2001) adapted Brodzinsky’s approach to the Lifebook technique with
adoptees and designed an art-based strategy to address adoption issues. The
Lifebook can be used to identify issues and assumptions gathered by the
adoptee, giving structure and perspective over the long term. This is
achieved by asking the adopted person to imagine scenarios and situations
from her life and then to create images to tell her story. This process, in turn,
can help the adopted client to become more accepting of her experiences. In
addition to implementing the methods suggested by Brodzinsky, creative arts
therapists have designed other strategies for working with this population.
These innovative techniques are explored in this text.

Creative arts therapists have published very little on their work with this
population. Some have presented their findings at conferences. In recent
years, Klorer (2000) presented a paper entitled “An Insatiable Hunger:
Attachment Dilemmas of Children in Foster Care”; Laing (2000) presented
her work on “The Application of Music Therapy to Permanency Issues of
Children with Special Needs”; Layman (2000) presented “Foster Care
Trends in the United States: Ramifications for Music Therapists”; and Betts
(1999) presented a poster session entitled “Adoption and Art Therapy: A
Pilot Study Exploring Results of the MARI® Card Test©.” These presenta-
tions represent just a sampling of the work accomplished by creative arts
therapists who specialize in adoption and foster care. A list of published
works on this topic is provided in the references to this section, as well as a
few examples of unpublished works. Given the lack of published material on
this topic and the evident need for information on creative arts therapies
approaches in adoption and foster care, this volume is a timely and wel-
comed addition to the literature.
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Chapter 1

THE USE OF ART THERAPY IN THE
IDENTITY FORMATION OF A PREADOLESCENT

ADOPTEE WITH MULTIPLE DISABILITIES

DONNA BETTS

Introduction

Identity is “. . . the quality or condition of being a specified person or thing”
(Allen, 1990, p. 585). Identity formation begins very early in life: Natal-

istic-art-in-therapy theory proposes that prenatal and birth experiences can
influence its development (Irving, 1995). Failure to achieve a strong sense of
identity can lead to what Erikson labeled as identity confusion: doubt about
who you are and what you want to be (in Lifton, 1994). As will be addressed
in this chapter, the adopted person may be more at risk to experience iden-
tity confusion.

In this chapter a case study is presented to illustrate the use of art therapy
in the identity formation of a preadolescent adoptee. In addition to being
adopted, the client coped with identity issues related to her diagnoses of
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), trichotillomania, and a
seizure disorder. The benefit of art therapy in promoting the client’s identity
integration is explored.

Adoption: Identity Confusion Derived From Loss of Birth Heritage

Sants (1964, in Hoopes, 1990) identified genealogical bewilderment, or
loss of birth heritage, as a psychological difficul in the identity formation of
a preadolescent adoptee. It is important to have an unbroken historical and
genetic attachment to the past, present, and future druing the process of iden-
tity consolidation (Erikson, 1968). Young adoptees may struggle during this
important stage of identity development, due to their lack of genetic attach-
ments. This struggle can result in a sense of a dual identity and may prompt
adoptees to search out their past and pursue information about the unknown
self. There are other challenges for adoptees. They may struggle with loyal-
ty issues in order to ultimately understand and to more fully accept them-
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