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Abstract

The purpose of this research was to study the social construction of transracial
adoption (TRA) from the perspectives of different ethno-cultural groups, and to
explore the perceptions of ethno-cultural identities and professionalism for social
workers. The sample consisted of 15 social workers, with three categories including six
black participants, six white participants, and three native participants. Fourteen of the
participants were female, and one was male. The study was conducted using elite
interviews. The information obtained during the interviews revealed some differences
in the construction of TRA between the three groups, but differences within groups
also surfaced. Social work values emerged as one of the main differences between
groups, especially on the topics of permanence, what degree of involvement the birth
families should have in adoption processes, and views of subjectivity and objectivity
for social work practice. Assessments of identity and professionalism revealed that all
ethno-cultural groups, but not all individual participants claimed to be objective and/or
to value objectivity. Most individuals linked adherence to social work guidelines,
being professional, and being objective together. However the individual’s perception
of fact can differ causing people to interpret objectivity differently. In discussions of
TRA sometimes the perceptions of ‘fact’ were indeed different causing the

interviewees to make claims to objectivity in different ways.
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Introduction

This study will explore and compare the attitudes of black, white, and native
social workers toward transracial adoption (TRA) to better understand how TRA is
constructed by different people, and what factors are thought to influence these
constructs. Differing opinions of TRA could be attributed to various influences
including race', perceived risks of transracial adoption, age, years of experience and
many other possibilities. The theoretical focus of this study is on the social
construction of TRA, and the issue of identity for professionals who are also members
of interest groups. The research done here will allow black, white, and native social
workers to voice their thoughts and concerns on TRA, while furthering our
understanding of how and why their attitudes are formed.

The research to date has shown that there are mixed reactions to TRA. Some
studies have shown that the black community is generally not opposed to TRA, while
others concentrate on the opposition coming from some organized black and native
groups (McRoy 1989; Howard, Royse and Skeryl 1977). The National Association of
Black Social Workers and American Indian groups criticize TRA for the perceived
harm it induces on the individual and on the wider black and native communities.
Still, there are other individuals and groups coming from various racial and ethnic
backgrounds who have shown support for TRA. Among those in support of TRA are,
of course, a number of transracially adopting white parents who feel permanence, a
sense of belonging to a family of one’s own, and having a loving family life are most

important for the healthy development of children. The range in attitudes on TRA led
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us to explore the different ways in which people attach meaning to situations. We all
have a unique way of seeing the world that is real to us. Our perception allows us to
be confident that the claims we make in support of our arguments are also true. The
TRA debate has produced competing truths.

Social workers have been chosen as subjects due to the likelihood that their
exposure in the class room and on the job to TRA has enabled them to form informed
opinions on the subject. The decisions made by social workers have an impact on
adoptive families, children, communities, as well as policies. It is important that we,
as social scientists, make attempts to understand to what extent different elements

influence their decisions, and in turn what effects their decisions could have on others.



Chapter One
Literature Review

Transracial Adoptions Debated

Transracial adoption (TRA) has remained for almost thirty years a
controversial, and emotional debate. It is a topic that has brought the discussion of
‘race’ into the lives and homes of white families that may have otherwise been
unaware of the significant influence ‘race’ has on the lives of non-white and minority
peoples. At first glance the TRA debate appears to be a concern focused on the well-
being of black, and other minority, children in the instillment of a healthy ethno-
cultural identity, but probing deeper reveals the debate also as controversial and in fact
confrontational regarding the interests of different groups and the broader issue of
race-based social constructionisms. What begins as a debate over the best interests of
minority children in state care can develop as a socio-political and legal war over
human rights and group interests. The transracial adoption debate is linked in a most
fundamental way to broader discussions of ‘race’ relations.

The relationship between people of European descent with people of African
descent, and people with native background in Canada, and in the United States has
historically and traditionally been one of division. The roots of this diversity in
Canada cannot be forgotten. M. Nourbese Philip (1992: 181) describes the nation as
having been built on the basis of white supremacy. Simply implementing programs
such as Affirmative Action, or the promotion of multiculturalism and tolerance for
diversity, do not erase the divides caused by: slavery, segregation laws, reservations,
discrimination, assimilation, mistreated treaties, poverty, and racism. The remnants of

3



all these things have kept white people, and people of colour in different worlds.
Attempts to unite the ‘races’ have lead to the overlapping of cultures, if not the
erosion of cultural identity for black, and native peoples rather than a solidarity among
all human beings. One result of this amalgamation of the ’races’ is that adoptions
have ceased to be ‘race’ exclusive, and the racial boundary of what constitutes an
acceptable, or appropriate family has been obscured.

One of the early definitions of a general adoption as found in the Oxford
English Dictionary claims, (1933: 124) “Adoption to be a legitimate act imitating
nature, found out for their solace and comfort, which have no children.” It was often
thought of as “[raising] someone else’s child” (Adamec and Peirce 1991: 18). The
older definitions implying ownership have been disregarded by professional workers
such as social workers. Today adoption is viewed more as a taking over of parental
rights and responsibilities of a child that was not born to one biologically (Adamec and
Peirce 1991: 17). People adopting do so for various reasons, many of them already
have biological and adopted children in their families, and some of them are even
single parents.

Transracial adoption is defined as adoption “across or crossing racial
boundaries” (Simpson and Weiner 1989: 426). It is usually in reference to the
adoption of black or mixed-race children by white parents, but this study includes
natives in its exploration as well. The children awaiting adoption had been labelled as
“Special Needs” children because they tended to wait long periods for good adoptive

homes (Adamec and Peirce 1991: 297). There are many perceived problems
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associated with TRA which stem from the differences in ‘race’ of the parents, and the
child(ren). These perceived problems are not universally agreed upon which has lead
to the debates over the harmful, or benign nature of TRA.

Ladner (1977) reports that the courts in the United States were permitting
transracial adoptions as early as 1948, and since that time many authors have put
forward relevant theories as to why TRA later became a widespread practice, and why
it continues today. Some scholars have suggested that social welfare workers were
becoming increasingly concerned with the large number of black, native and bi-racial
children remaining in foster care, and institutions long after their white counter parts
were being adopted (Madison & Schapiro 1973). Madison and Schapiro (1973: 531-
532) stated:

. . . the National Adoption Survey of Child Welfare League of America

(CWLA) and the National Conference on Adoption in 1955 . . . had

indicated that, although their need for adoption service was great, black

children were less likely to be adopted than other youngsters and they

were more likely to be placed independently, without court action.

Moreover, black children accepted for placement were remaining under

agency care about twice as long as other children. Hence their

placement was both difficult and costly.

The concerns of the social workers at the time were probably many, but two
that were most likely to have contributed to TRA were a concern for the well being of
the kids, and a concern for the rising costs of caring for the kids. Chimezie (1975:
296) commented that one reason TRA was occurring was due to the “. . . belief that

children raised in institutions or foster homes develop behaviour problems and are

often maladjusted.” The second concern that may not have been as big issue in the



beginning as it is now is the cost of keeping and caring for the growing number of
these children, as Curtis (1996: 158) points out in his recent work:

Decisions to place a child are at times influenced by concerns about the
costs of out-of-home placements. The State of New York, for example,
issued a legislative mandate to place over 6,000 children in adoptive
homes during the 1994-95 fiscal year. Typically, fewer than
approximately 2,000 children per year are placed for adoption. This
policy change was likely to affect the number of children placed
transracially . . . .

The minority children were commonly leftovers, and became labelled as
“Special Needs” children, or as ““hard to place’ children, a term which has slipped into
the language of social workers in the field of fostering and adopting. It alludes to
children with physical and mental handicaps, sibling groups, those who have spent
long periods in care and those who are black, that is, children with one or more black
parents” (Arnold & James 1989: 417). It has been suggested that the large number of
children in care has grown, in part, because of the reluctance of black families to
adopt (Chimezie 1975). Madison and Schapiro (1973: 547) quote a study by Fowler:

For quite understandable socio-psychological reasons, relatively few

economically secure, childless negro couples appear to be interested in

adopting eligible children at present time. Seeking an emotionally

secure place amid discriminatory practices, many of them had little

energy left for the risks of parenthood. Thus both series of studies

imply that current efforts to persuade childless, middle-class couples to

adopt are not likely to be easily or massively successful in the

immediate future [78:524].

Social workers were seeking a way to alleviate what was viewed as a crisis (Stubbs

1987: 475), and they made it a top priority to find what they called “good adoptive

homes” for the children (Stubbs 1987; Madison & Schapiro 1973).
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Prior to the late 1950’s and 1960’s, most social workers had largely followed a
philosophy that minority children should be placed with ‘their own kind’ (Stubbs
1987: 475). Hayes (1995: 1) suggests that the political climate of the time promoted
racial integration. Policy and practices began to shift and social workers adopted a
philosophy viewing children in a "non-racial" manner (Stubbs 1987: 476). The child
care policies began to reflect a concern that was coined as “the needs of the children”,
and “the best interest of the child” (Howe 1995; Stubbs 1987). It was recorded that
the social workers of the time referred to it as the “little revolution” (Madison &
Schapiro 1973), revealing the progressive nature of allowing non-white children to be
adopted into white homes.

TRA was advocated by the British Adoption Project (BAP) who played down
colour in its placement of children (Stubbs 1987: 476). Another movement took place
involving the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Child Welfare League of America
placing about 400 of the American Indian children available for adoption in transracial
placements between the years of 1958-1968 (McRoy 1989: 149). The TRA
placements were treated as a good alternative to the problem of no homes for minority
children in care (Stubbs 1987: 477). White couples received children, needy children
received homes, and the burden on the state was lessened.

After the transracial placement of a large number of minority children in a span
of about ten years, the movement met with organized opposition from black and native

groups. The surfacing concerns over the perceived possible damage that might be



inflicted by TRA were growing. The voice of the National Association of Black
Social Workers (NABSW) was one of the loudest when it proclaimed in 1972:

Black children belong physically and psychologically and culturally in

black families where they receive the total sense of themselves and

develop a sound projection of their future. Only a black family can

transmit the emotional and sensitive subtleties of perceptions and

reactions essential for a black child’s survival in a racist society.

Human beings are products of their environment and develop their sense

of values, attitudes, and self-concept within their own family structures.

Black children in white homes are cut off from the healthy development

of themselves as black people. (McRoy 1989:150)
The times when placing a black child in a good home” with approved white parents
was thought to be a happy ending, were ending themselves. It may have been a good
experience for some, but others have told a different story, and TRA has had to face
numerous criticisms on various levels. This chapter has allowed for only a brief
introduction to the criticisms of TRA, but even here the deep rooted opposition to the
practice can be seen.

As Howard, Royse, & Skeryl (1977: 188) state not all members of the black
community are strictly opposed to TRA; it is acceptable to many if it means a child
will have a home instead of being institutionalized. But most members of the black

[13

community do tend to hold some form of the view that “. . . minority children have a
right and need to develop a positive ethnic identity and awareness of their cultural
heritage within their own community. Without this identity they will face inevitable
problems as they get older and will be unable to develop survival skills or coping

mechanism to deal with the reality of racism™ (Hayes 1995: 4). Tizard and Phoenix

(1989: 427) describe the problem as, “ . . . black children living in white families fail



to develop a positive racial identity. Instead, they suffer identity confusion and
develop a negative self-concept, believing or wishing they were white.” Zuniga (1991:
21) claims that, “If the family adheres only to a middle-class white lifestyle, the child
will not obtain the interactions with the diverse cultural systems that support his/her
ethnic identity. The child will not have an ethnic awareness or learn how to adapt as a
minority child who can value his/her diversity.”

A study by Simon (1978: 141) revealed that over 50% of her sample believed
that “. . . white parents do not know how to rear black children and those black
children who are adopted by whites will be lost to the black community. They will
not perceive themselves to be ‘black’ and will not identify with the black community,
or they will not be accepted by the black community.” The development of racial
identity happens differently in white homes than it does in black homes (Shireman and
Johnson 1986: 175).

Critics have maintained that white parents who adopt transracially

cannot convey a sense of ethnic pride or teach their black children how

to survive in a racist society “because they are not black, because they

probably tend to play down the harshness and inhumanity of oppressive

racism, and because they live in a white neighbourhood.”(Shireman et

al. 1986: 174).

It is claimed that white parents may not recognize racism when it occurs; they
may not be able to teach their child how to recognize, and deal with instances of
racism, and they may play down racism by comparing it to name calling (Chimezie
1975; Simon 1978; Hayes 1995; Tizard & Phoenix 1989; Shireman & Johnson 1986).

In essence the white parents are accused of being incapable of giving their black child

the tools they need to survive in this racist society; the children lack “survival skills”



10
to cope with racism (Ladner 1977). One has to remember that this viewpoint is one of
the many possible realities. That whites are incapable of giving a black child a
healthy racial identity is factual and goes into the objective reality of some, but not all
individuals.

Without this self-concept, or positive racial identity, it has been suggested by
some opponents of TRA that “ . . . the transracial adoptee is likely to experience a
deep sense of personal isolation, identity confusion, and poor self-esteem, and that
transracially adopted children will be unable to effectively cope with hostility and
rejection of white society” (Feigelman & Silverman 1984: 589). Macey (1995: 477)
also brought out in her research the “Fletchman-Smith (1984) [warning] that black
‘children who grow up isolated from their racial group risk psychological damage’.”
Feigelman & Silverman (1984: 589) outline the assertations by the opposition: “[That]
the practice [of TRA] is psychologically crippling to the children involved, leaving
them in a cultural no man’s land, never fully being accepted in the majority culture,
and maladapted for effective participation within the culture of their birth.”

Although the negative effects on the transracially adopted child’s black identity
have not been conclusively proven, it continues to be introduced as evidence against
the act of TRA. As Harris (1995: 238) remarks “The question of how childhood
interracial contact and parental socialization affect identity remains unanswered.” This
type of remark is common in social research when the results run counter to the

researcher’s desired outcome. In this case, Harris did not find any negative effects of
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TRA on black identity. Instead of suggesting that there may not be any, he chooses to
report that we need to look harder. Hayes reports on the same issue,

Similarly, Gill and Jackson conclude their study of transracially adopted

children by writing: ‘It is not necessary to imply that many children

who have been adopted transracially are suffering from major

difficulties in order for us to support the call for same race placements’.

As these researchers actually found that the children suffered no

difficulties at all as a result of being transracially adopted, their

conclusion ignores their own findings (Hayes 1995: 6).

It may be preferable for black children to be placed in black homes to prevent
any possible damage to their identity. For this to occur there must be available black
homes with willing black parents. When such homes cannot be provided, is it then
reasonable to raise a black child in a white home? “Such factors as the family’s
nurturance of the child’s black identity, the child’s access to black role models and
peers in the community and in school, and the parent’s attention to the child’s black
heritage [are] . . . influential in the shaping of a positive racial identity” (McRoy et al.
1982: 526). With these factors present, the white family may be able to provide the
necessary tools for the child to build a strong black identity.

Opposition to transracial adoption regards a confused racial identity as leading
to further problems for the black child. One such problem is in the area of
development of self-esteem. “Those opposed to transracial adoption argue that, as a
consequence of their negative attitude to their race, the self-esteem and mental health
of transracially adopted children will be damaged” (Tizard and Phoenix 1989: 431).

Tizard and Phoenix (1989: 431-432) admit that there is significant “conflict of

evidence” over whether or not levels of self-esteem are actually lower for transracially
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adopted blacks. They claim that studies testing racial identity and self-esteem in the
same children are rare, and the studies that do test them show no significant
relationship (Tizard and Phoenix 1989: 431-432). There may be no link between
racial attitude and self-esteem.

Hughes and Hertel (1990: 1114) conducted their study including self-esteem as
an indicator of black consciousness. Their results showed that while black identity and
black separatism affect black consciousness, self-esteem showed no relationship. It is
possible that researchers are again trying to find relationships that do not exist, or that
are at least disputable. McRoy et al. (1982: 525) make more observations that run
counter to the claims that TRA children have lower levels of self-esteem than
inracially adopted children.

This exploratory study indicated that there were no differences in

overall self-esteem between the sampled transracially and inracially

adopted children. Furthermore, the level of self-esteem of the adoptees

was as high as that reported among individuals in the general

population. This suggests that positive self-esteem can be generated as

effectively among black children in white adoptive families as in black

adoptive families.

The battle over whether or not whites raising blacks/natives is detrimental to
the black, or native individual’s identity and self-esteem could go on endlessly; those
in opposition will restate that it is, and those in favour will claim that it is not. All
sides of the debate will continue to search for evidence supporting their own views.

However, the debate is not limited to concern for the individual child, and it moves

onto attacks of institutions, and the disputes of group interests.
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Concern for the individual is debated passionately in reference to TRA, but
when group interests become involved the debate takes on a socio-political and legal
aspect, that illuminates a powerful struggle between black, native and white interest
groups. There are several issues of major interest here. One is the issue of the failure
of mainstream agencies to successfully recruit the numbers of black, and native foster
and adoptive families required, and their failure to adequately service non-white
people. Another is the accusation made that TRA is an intentional plot by whites to
weaken and erase the history of the black and native communities. The current legal
application of whites who propose that same-race placement requirements deny them
their constitutional ’right to adopt’ is another issue of interest in this area.

Chimezie’s (1975) article points out institutional discrimination and prejudicial
perceptions of blacks as underlying causes of TRA. The adoption agencies, their
practices, policies, and their workers did not escape criticism, and they were accused
of institutional, as well as individual racism (Stubbs 1987; McRoy 1989). It was
proposed that the adoption agencies had an image of mainly servicing whites, and that
the all white staff and the strict criteria for parents made them inaccessible to
interested, potential, black adopters (Simon 1978; Ladner 1977).

Virtually all the people on the boards and staffs of adoption are white.

They do not involve black people in policy formulation or in day-to-day

programming. They do not know the black community; they insist on

doing "business as usual" and then are surprised when they cannot

recruit black families for adoption. They do not reach the black

community decause they do not know it, and they perpetuate their

ignorance because, actually, they do not care about placing black
children [58: 160] (Kahn cited in Madison and Schapiro 1973: 542).
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Social workers were accused of screening out black applicants instead of
screening them in (Ladner 1977). American Indian groups also felt their children
needed foster homes and adoptive homes that “reflected the unique values of [their]
culture” (McRoy 1989: 151). It was reported that while over 80% of the American
Indian children adopted were transracially adopted, and that native families were being
rejected because they did not meet the criteria set out by the near all white social
service or adoption agencies (McRoy 1989: 151). To rectify any perceived injustices,
the agencies were encouraged (by those in opposition) to hire more minority workers,
to learn to deal with prospective minority parents in a more culturally sensitive nature,
and to actively recruit black and native adopters (Macey 1995; McRoy 1989).

Some commentators have argued that the active recruitment of black homes
could be successful if social workers had the resources to do so (Arnold & James
1989; Hairston & Williams 1989). It should be noted that in this analysis the criteria
required of the black homes were less than what was expected from white applicants.
The black adoptive applicant did not have to comply with the following criteria:
baving two parents, having one parent in the home, age restrictions, and made
available to them was subsidy adoptions, in which the government partially funded the
adoption much like foster care, sm that black families could afford to adopt without
facing economic hardship (Macey 1995; Ladner 1977). It may be considered unfair
that black children should be given to homes with lower standards than white children.
In fact, the practice could reinforce the stereotype that these children are worth less.

For some people the importance of the racial component in adoption is worthy of
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relaxing the other requirements of adoptive parents; in recruiting homes for black
children, being black is the featured requirement. The issue here is of priorities and
weights, as to relevant factors, in other words how people socially construct the issue
of TRA.

Although there are many similarities between the black and native concerns for
TRA, there are some specific issues that need to be addressed for native people.
Adoption agencies were criticized for racism, and discrimination towards many non-
white members of society, but native people have a further critique of the adoption
practices of the mainstream offices which were in conflict with their own traditional
adoption customs. As Durst (1992: 195-196) writes:

Hunting societies also have adoption processes and customs but these
are rationalized on the basis of community survival (Morrow, 1984:
248). As the parents aged, the young adults assumed the responsibility
of providing the necessities for the family and the community. But
raising a child was also a costly venture; hence for the overall interests
of the community, child rearing was shared by its members. In Inuit
families, a childless couple may assume the major responsibility of a
child of a mother or family who were having difficulty due to illness or
death (Henriksen 1973: 62). In such exchanges the adoption is
‘permanent’ but not secret. The child has regular contact and full
knowledge about his or her natural parents and siblings. Should the
adoption break down for any number of reasons, the natural parents or
even grandparents would have the first opportunity to reaccept the child
or be consulted regarding with whom he or she would be placed.
Normally the community in a hunting culture is small, so ideals of
Western adoption, secrecy and separation are irrelevant and absurd.

The “concealment policy” is not only unrealistic for TRA since often the
difference is visible (McGillivray 1984: 465), but it was also undermines the very
traditions of the native people. Native people organized to stop the agency

mismanagement of their children.
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Confidentiality and total separation from biological parents were

unknown. Children who were not cared for by the biological parent

were traditionally placed with members of the family or other tribal

members. Non-Indian adoption policies, radically different in procedure

and impact on the tribe, were repeatedly criticized throughout the

congressional hearing. The high rate of adoption placement in non-

Indian homes drew concern (Johnson 1981: 439).

Moreover for the native child there is the issue of Indian status that needs to be
considered as well. If a status child is raised with non-status parents, and the records
are sealed then the child is being denied certain benefits, or rights that they may be
entitled to (McGillivray 1984).

The motivations of TRA have come under further attack as being politically
aimed at assimilation and integration (Hayes 1995: 2). Kim (1978) brings to light the
notion of minority groups, and the cultural assimilation that is a part of TRA.
Marshall (1994: 20) describes assimilation as “when an outsider becomes
indistinguishably integrated into the dominate host society.” There is some suggestion
that its policy is rooted in a fear in the United States of too many immigrants.
Assimilation was a means to assure the acceptance and internalization of the dominate
majority (Marshall 1991: 20). Assimilation in Canada, and the United States is used to
assert a Eurocentric view (discussed in chapter S of this thesis) of the world on
individuals that do not have a European history. TRA is viewed by some as a sneaky
form of assimilation of minority groups into the dominate white society (Hayes 1995).

As Hayes (1995) reveals, not everyone who advocated the advancement of Black civil

rights was in favour of TRA, or assimilation. It surfaced as previously mentioned at
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the 1972 conference for the National Association of Black Social Workers (Hayes
1995; Simon 1978; Howard et.al. 1977; Howe 1995).

The opposition was headed by Audrey Russell, who, according to Hayes (1995)
in her speeches to whites and liberals, expressed the belief that while whites had good
intentions they were more harmful than helpful. Her claim was that whites may be
able to provide for the material needs of black children, but they are unable to give the
child a black identity since they do not have it to give (Hayes 1995: 2). According to
Hayes, Russell’s standpoint was much more severe when she spoke to the NABSW.
There she argued that "TRA was a deliberately hostile attack on blacks by whites. It
was a policy designed to perpetuate the unequal power relationship between these
ethnic groups by weakening the black community” (Hayes 1995:2). She also attacked
the adoption of mixed-race children claiming that these children had been
discriminately black by law and now when whites want to parent them, they adopt and
highlight the white in these children (Hayes 1995: 2-3).

The NABSW reasserted that same-race placements are preferable and argued
for it to be reinstated as policy (Hayes 1995: 3). They experienced such great success
that today the effects can be seen in our policies. The Children and Family Services
Act 1990 in Nova Scotia (see appendix A) states “Where practical, a child, who is the
subject of an order for permanent care and custody, shall be placed with a family of
the child’s own culture, race, or language but, if such placement is not available within
a reasonable time, the child may be placed in the most suitable home available with

the approval of the Minister.” (Children and Family Services Act. 1990, c. 5, s. 47.).
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The consequence has been that many black children remain waiting unadopted by
anyone in foster care and institutions (Hayes 1995: 3-4).

The intent of the [Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978 in the United

States] is to stabilize Indian Families by reducing the number of Indian

children removed and placed in non-Indian adoptive or foster homes.

The act establishes minimum federal standards for removal of Indian

children and outlines procedures that aid their placement in homes

reflecting Indian culture. (Johnson 1981: 435)
The Children and Family Services Act 1990 in Nova Scotia outlines that Mi’kmagq
Family and Children’s Services must be notified by other non-native agencies who
have in their care a child who is, or may be native and “subject of an adoption
agreement” (Children and Family Services Act. 1990, c. §, s. 12.)

Most, if not all, individuals and groups involved in this debate claim to have
the best interest of the child in mind. Some claim that the child primarily needs a
secure loving home with parents, permanence, and a sense of belonging regardless of
the racial differences between the child and the family. Others claim that non-white
children need to be in homes that share their ethnicity, culture, and history, and that
these things are essential to finding a good home for the child. The debate moves a
step further when people start to introduce their own interests, and the interests of their
groups.

Howe (1995) explains the position of a white group involved in the battle over
constitutional rights. It is here that the central focus of the debate is revealed.
Somehow the debate has become about the rights of whites and not the best interest of

the child. Currently there is no constitutional right to adopt, but it has been argued

that it is a fundamental right being denied whites:
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Proponents of transracial adoption who claim that same-race placement

preferences are victimizing the increasing numbers of Black children in

foster care are employing a diversionary ‘smokescreen’ strategy. This

smokescreen obfuscates important systemic problems and creates

additional barriers to meeting the needs of Black children, Black

families, and the Black community. The focus of attention should be

shifted from the illusionary debate about the merits of transracial

adoption to the real issue: whether it is appropriate to establish new

rights for adults seeking to adopt children (Howe 1995: 2).

It is argued by some other individuals, and groups, that fighting to keep black
children in the black community is in the best interest of the child, and not aimed at
the interest of the group. “Detractors of transracial adoption contend that it takes
children away from their homelands and strips them of their connection to their
community and culture” (cited in Feigelman and Silverman 1984: 589). This claim
supports the belief that the child needs to be with people of the same ethno-cultural
identity to learn about their roots. However, keeping the children in the community is
also beneficial to the survival of the group, since without the children there would be
no one to pass on the history and the culture to. “One of the objections levelled
against transracial adoption is that it results in cultural genocide” (Feigelman and
Silverman 1984: 589).

The social construction of the act of transracial adoption happens very
differently for different people. Some whites are arguing for what they believe is their
right to adopt these children. Other groups are stating that the best interest of the
child is tied to group survival, which means it is necessary for the children to remain

in their communities. All sides stating what they believe to be fact, and here emerges

the ’contested terrain’ of objectivity. What we perceive to be fact will influence our
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opinions, and those opinions are then believed to be based on fact. So all individuals
in this debate may reasonably perceive themselves as objective, whether there is
adequate evidence to support their position or not. One can see how the child is lost
in the shuffle, and how group interests overshadow and shift the discussion further
away from the best interest of the child.

This literature provides a foundation for further inquiries into the social
construction of TRA. This study is focused on revealing how social workers feel
about the issue. The responsibility of social workers involved in decision making,
policy writing, and also in the day-to-day implementation of the policies makes them
an important group for this topic of discussion. Beyond their personal feelings and
into individual perceptions of fact, opinions are formed and called objective. Thes-e
opinions could then influence the outcomes of the frequency and success of TRA.
Themes for the interviews were often modelled after themes in the literature. Since
some of the participants have done their own research on TRA, it is possible that some

of the literature discussed here also influenced their perceptions of TRA.



Chapter Two
Conceptualization

The controversial literature produced by the TRA debate cértainly provides
stimulating reading material. For the social scientist, however, it may serve to further
discussions in a more theoretical manner. The two main theoretical perspectives
explored in this section are the social construction of transracial adoption, and the
significance of professional identity for those who are members of interest groups.
Discussions of social construction often include views on subjectivity and objectivity
(Holzner & Marx 1979; Berger & Luckmann 1967). Although each individual may
view their reality as a concrete objective reality, we cannot ignore that each of us has
our own “frame of reference” from where we draw on past experiences that allow us
to make sense of the world we live in (Holzner & Marx 1979). How we make sense
of our world then defines how we will choose to act within it. As Holzner & Marx
(1979:82) state more specifically “the meaning a person attaches to a situation
determines how that person will act out in a situation. [Regardless of whether we
think we are objective, or subjective in our views we still should be aware of] W. 1.
Thomas’ observation, situations that are perceived and experienced as real are real in
their consequences for what people do” (Holzner & Marx 1979:82).

In what ways do people attach meanings to TRA, and how do they act upon
them? Perhaps some people view it as a positive act and encourage it, but there may
also be others who see TRA as dangerous and destructive and would not recommend it
under any circumstances. When TRA was implemented on a wide scale it implied
racial integration, the building of families, and the stabilization of ’race’ relations
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which supported TRA as a positive social act. The situation later became defined in a
negative manner, or as a social problem. Herbert Haines (1979:120) describes Spector
and Kitsuse’s four staged outline on how social problems develop through the use of
claims-making.

Stage I: The attempts by some group(s) to assert the existence of some

condition, define it as offensive, harmful, and otherwise undesirable, to

publicize the assertions and stimulate controversy and to create a public

or political issue over the matter.

Stage II: The recognition by some official organization, agency, or institution

of the group(s) legitimate standing. This may lead to an official investigation

of the matter, proposals for reform, and the establishment of an agency to
respond to those claims and demands.

Stage III: The re-emergence of the claims and demands by the

group(s), expressing dissatisfaction with established procedures for

dealing with the imputed conditions, the bureaucratic handing of

complaints, and the failure to generate a condition of trust and

confidence in the procedures as sympathetic to the complaints, etc.

Stage IV: The rejection by complainant group(s) of the response or lack

of response of the agency or institution to their claims and demands,

and the development of activities to create alternative, parallel, or

counter-institutions as responses to the established procedures.

This general theory can be applied to the claims-making activities that go on as
part of the TRA debates. For example, stage I in the TRA debate is the assertion by
groups such as the NABSW and native groups that TRA is a discriminatory practice, it
is an assault on the black and native communities, and it is damaging the children in
the process. Stage II is the recognition by social services and adoption agencies of

TRA as problematic. Investigations take place resulting in same-race placement

policies, and the Indian Child Welfare Act is passed curbing the TRA of native
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children (McRoy 1989). This is also the time when social scientists explored and
provided possible reforms.

Stages III and IV are possibly connected to the uncovering of problems with
individual and institutional discrimination and exclusionary practices. There is a
distrust of social services who continue to place children in white homes against the
wishes of black, and native groups. This is perpetuated since minority groups are still
suffering from racism in their attempts to study and be successful in areas of
employment in the social services field, as well as possible personal instances of
racism when in contact with these agencies (Haines 1979). A close watch is kept over
adoption agencies to enforce same-race placement policies, and there also exist social
service systems that exclusively service native communities.

TRA is constructed in different ways by different interests groups, and not
everyone views it as a social problem. There are “different ways of seeing the ‘same
problem’ [reflecting] powerful political and economic interests” (Bockman 1991: 454).
Both those in favour and those opposed to TRA use claims-making activities to
support their positions. Those in favour of TRA construct it as providing children
with good, caring homes and parents regardless of colour, or ‘race’. Those in
opposition construct it as an act causing damage to individuals and to larger minority
communities. The TRA debate has the competing truths of those in favour, and those
against with both sides trying to solicit support.

A second theoretical issue in this study concerns identity construction, with a

focus on the position of individuals who are both professionals, and members of
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interest groups. What role does self-concept, or identity have in the TRA situation for
social workers? What aspect of their individual identities is strongest? How does
their ethno-cultural identity influence their role as a professional social worker?

The self is many things potentially drawing from any number of areas: biology
(sex); religion (catholic); phenotypical characteristics (skin colour); occupation
(doctor); social standing (middle class); culture (Scottish) etc.. We can choose to play
up, or play down certain aspects of our identities. I may be identified as a white,
French-Scottish, female. There are elements that I cannot readily change such as my
sex and skin colour, but I could choose to identify as Scottish and deny or play down
my Frenchness. The key concern for this study is how we manage our identities, and
how they could influence our judgments and actions.

When a social worker is an active member in the black, or native community
and responds to the needs and fears present there, how do they then carry out this
aspect of themselves at work? Professionalism is an important consideration since
professional guidelines could interfere with ones loyalty to their community or ethno-
cultural group. For example, if an adoption agency made it their professional policy to
view children in a non-racial manner when placing them in approved adoptive homes,
how might this affect a native/black social worker who feels that it is against the best
interest of the child to be removed from their community? Voicing concerns could be
interpreted as catering to their personal interests or those of one’s interests group.

This is especially important in cases where an interest group claims to be the only
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qualified authority to make adoption decisions for the children of their ethno-cultural
grouping.

There is a relationship between these two perspectives since elements of an
identity, such as race, will affect the life experiences that person will have. A black
person will have a different frame of reference to draw from than a white person.
Black and native individuals may construct the TRA situation from the viewpoint of a
group who stands to lose children to a group which has discriminated against, and
oppressed it. The lived experience, and consciousness of racism will undoubtedly have
some level of influence on the perceptions of TRA.

One can speculate that the differences in lived experience and identity may
affect the results of this study. It would not, however, be correct to assume that all
blacks, or natives will oppose TRA. What needs to be recognized is that there are
genuine concerns such as cultural assimilation that involve all members of these
groups. Neither would it be fair to label all whites as in favour of TRA since many
whites sincerely side with black and native groups on this issue. They too want
minority groups to be able to exercise their right to protect their cultural identity, and
histories. What does need to be remembered is that all people come from different
frames of references, and there are possibly more differences between two people of
different racial groups than for two people belonging to the same racial group. All
people are entitled to their opinions, and there are likely a mixture of black, native and

white people who view TRA in various ways. These individuals will also have unique



ways of constructing the TRA situation that are dependent on their individual

identities.
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Chapter Three
Methodology

To better our understanding of the attitudes held by social workers towards
TRA, this study is aimed at revealing the experiences, opinions, and feelings of social
workers on the subject of TRA. There are two perspectives discussed in this research.
The first is concerned with the social construction of TRA, and the claims-making
activities used to support different positions. The second perspective is concerned with
issues of identity. Since the perspectives have been discussed in the conceptual stage
of this study, attention will now turn to the specific application of these perspectives in
this study.

Elite interviews were chosen as the best approach to gain insights from the
social worker’s point of view. This type of interview allowed the interviewee to
define problems, questions, and situations from their own frame of reference (Dexter
1970: 5). This style of interviewing gave the interviewee a chance to teach (Dexter
1970: 37) while enabling the researcher to better understand “How individuals make
sense of their social world and act within it” (May 1993: 108). The interviews
provided a situation of social interaction between the researcher and the subject that
could not be obtained through survey research. It created an opportunity for
interactive learning, and probing with responsive subjects.

The interviews were conducted with a question guide (see appendix B), and
most were completed in 45 minutes to one hour. Thirteen of the fifteen interviews
were transcribed, but two of the interviews were not taped, and therefore were not
transcribed. All subjects were presented with consent forms enabling them to request
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to view the transcript and to have a summary of the findings forwarded to them upon
completion of the study. A select number of the interviewees felt that some questions
were non-applicable to their particular situations, but no one flatly refused to answer
questions.

The sample for this study was drawn from a population of registered social
workers, and social work candidates in Nova Scotia. Social work candidates are
individuals with social work degrees who are in the process of fulfilling the required
approximate 3000 hours of actual social work practice time to become registered social
workers. Two of the participants in this study were social work candidates. Of the 15
interviewees there were 14 female, and one male. The sample included black, white,
and native social workers. The years of experience working as social workers ranged
from less than one year to over thirty years of experience.

Selection of participants was in the form of a snowballing sample in which
participants introduced the researcher to further possible interviewees. One strength of
this sampling selection was that the participants were able to direct the researcher to
other similar individuals that were familiar and interested in the topic. A weakness of
this type of selection is that the researcher risks missing out on differentiation in
attitudes.

The analysis of the interviews was a creative process involving the
organization, or coding of raw data according to relevant themes. The coding allowed
for comparisons between interviews, interpretations, and conclusions that otherwise

could not be made from the raw data. Most of the themes were predetermined, and
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clearly indicated by interview questions while others emerged during the actual
interviews. One advantage of elite interviewing is that the emerging themes can often
extend beyond what was originally thought possible with predetermined themes.

It was expected that individuals would interpret their environments in ways that
would agree with their own values and sentiments. Their individual experiences would
determine how they attached meanings to situations and formed attitudes, this then
would influence their decision making (Hogarth 1971). In the interviews several
themes were explored around the values and sentiments of the social workers, as well
as the importance of their professional and ethno-cultural identities. The claims-making
activities and the evidence introduced allowed for probing beyond the questions
outlined in the interview guide.

To establish initial rapport, and to place the interviewee in context the
following questions were discussed. Why did you become a social worker? How
many years have you been a social worker? What experience do you have in the area
of adoption? Are you satisfied with the accomplishments produced by your work?
These questions allowed the researcher to move into questions concerning
professionalism and identity, and questions more closely related to adoption.

Themes were explored around identity issues for social workers, and the ways
in which they related to the issue of TRA. Self concept is part of determining how we
attach meaning to situations, and form the attitudes influencing our decisions. This
research does not make any claims that membership in an ethno-cultural, or racial

group determines one’s position on TRA. Human beings are made up of a multiplicity
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of experiences and influences, and it would be unfair to suggest that all members of
one racial, ethnic, or cultural group experienced life in the same way. We cannot
ignore that context will influence how we attach meanings and develop attitudes.
However, it is possible that members of the same groups may have similar life
experiences that would lead them to have shared opinions on the subject of TRA.

During the interviews the participantsts were questioned about how they
perceived themselves as to their professional, and ethno-cultural identities, and what
weight they gave to different aspects of their identity? This was accomplished by
asking them to what extent their profession is part of their identity, and what role does
their ethno-cultural identity have in their professional life? It was thought that some
would perceive the ethno-cultural, or racial aspect as the key to their identity, while
others might feel that their contribution as a social worker is what defines their
identity. It was also possible to probe into whether or not the interviewees felt their
identity had influenced their attitude on TRA.

It was then important to further frame discussions by setting the social context
for each interviewee. Perceptions of society were explored with some of the following
questions; do you see ethno-cultural relations as worsening, or improving, and to what
degree? Does it influence your work in any way? These questions are relevant in
several ways: (1) White parents are accused of being unable to arm their black
children with the tools necessary to combat racism, and parents tend to play it down,
or ignore it. (2) Research suggests that blacks and natives have been discriminated

against, and excluded from adoption processes. (3) It has also been claimed that to
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prevent TRA is reverse discrimination, and that it perpetuates racial division. If
society was not viewed as having strained ethno-cultural relations would TRA be
acceptable?

How the individual social worker weighs their commitment to their personal
views with those of the agency they are employed by was explored with questions
like: Are social workers allowed any discretion in their work, or are they totally
bound by regulations set out for them by employers, be they private, or public
practitioners? How are conflicting views between social workers and agencies, or
employers dealt with if they occur? Do social workers ever play down agency
policies, or do they always follow the rules and regulations set out by the agency?

Under discussions of adoption, the first objective was to see how social workers
weighed and prioritized the different criteria in adoption processes, and why they did
so. There was probing as to whether or not there are any special considerations for
the adoption of black, native, or mixed-race children. Views on cultural heritage, and
native languages were discussed since they are often made as claims for why black and
native children should only be adopted within their own group. How the participants
weighed cultural heritage was also a theme; is it seen as unimportant, important, or
essential for the development of the child’s identity? The participants were also asked
to briefly define for the researcher their concept of the culture that needs preserving.
Feelings on assimilation and integration were probed here since the strength of feelings
about the importance of cultural heritage could be linked to perceived consequences of

natives and blacks being assimilated, and integrated into white, or mainstream culture.
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Since the child is often too young to be involved in the decision making, who
decides what is in their best interest (Ladner 1977) was brought up. Is it the right and
responsibility of the biological parent, the state, or the child’s ethno-cultural group to
decide for them? Social workers were expected to have varying commitments to these
different institutions. Factors such as the perceived intentions of governments on race
issues, perceived discrimination in social services, and perceived strength of biological
ties will have different meanings attached to them, and be weighed accordingly when
decisions are made. It would also be interesting to see who the interviewees believe
control decision making now.

An issue that needed to be addressed in the area of identity and professionalism
was the position of white social workers who may appear to have nothing but
professional objectives in mind, while black and native social workers could be seen as
having a vested interest in stopping TRA. This was handled through open discussions
with most of the social workers about the issue. It is doubtful that any of the subjects
could be totally objective, since personal experiences, attitudes, and values are all part
of the process of decision making? When they did make claims to objectivity, it was
of interest to see how they recommended doing it, and what was included in the
‘objective’ framework.

There was an opportunity for probing around issues of TRA to clarify answers,
or to draw connections that previous questions missed on. It was also possible to get
the interviewees to discuss some past cases, and to see how they dealt with transracial

adoption cases, or potential cases. The actual number of TRA seemed to be very low,



and there was limited contemporary experiences with placing children across racial

boundaries.
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Chapter Four
Results

This study has provided an opportunity for people to voice their personal and
professional opinions and feelings in an open and confidential environment. Their
willingness to talk candidly has provided us all with a chance to be educated by them
about the danger, hurtles, boundaries, limitations and joys of transracial adoptions. The
women and man who participated in this study not only revealed their transracial
adoption standpoints, but also made accessible their perceptions of professional and
ethno-cultural identity. The original aim in this study was to explore the attitudes and
opinions of blacks (some prefer African Nova Scotian, or African Canadian), whites,
and natives (Mi’kmaw), and then to compare them. To maintain this format the results
have been broken down into subtitles.

Mi’kmaw Social Workers
Adoption criticisms

This category was the smallest, containing only three participants, but it also
provided some of the most thought provoking results. One finding that had not been
anticipated was that all of the Mi’kmaw social workers expressed that they did not
“believe in adoptions”. All were in agreement that adoptions under the provincial
jurisdiction did not service the native community well, and they provided several
criticisms of the current legislation they are bound to work within.

One criticism mentioned by all three Mi’kmaw social workers was that the
provincial policies are unsuitable for native communities. Native issues are under the

jurisdiction of Indian Affairs at the federal government level and there was displeasure
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expressed among the social workers that the native agency was bound to follow the
same provincial adoption policies as the non-native agencies. It is felt that what may
work well in non-native agencies is not appropriate for the native agencies. This
became clearer as the subjects were able to express their feelings on adoptions.
Several of the subjects talked aboﬁt the province’s failure to recognize ’custom’
adoptions, and informal adoptions. *Custom’ adoptions were described by one subject
as:

Custom adoptions are a practice, that was always practiced for centuries
by the native people, and it was practiced when a parent or parents
cannot care for their children that . . . the community and the elders in
the community would come together and the child could be placed with
a relative or somebody that could raise that child. [The] child would
normally keep the last name of the biological parents. They would be
raised knowing who the biological parents were, and probably the
parents would have involvement in decisions that were important in the
child’s life, depending on how appropriate they are. Each band would
have their different involvements, and . . . it would come to a point that
when, and if, the parent could ever have the child back for some reason,
the community would then come together and say the parent is able to
come back. If the child knows, and they have a bond, and it is a
natural thing the child has grown up with. ‘I know that you’re my
mom I just don’t live with you now’, it is easier for the child to go
back there to live.
Informal adoptions tend to be cases where “[if] as a girl is too young to look after her
child then her mother, or her older sisters may informally adopt a child, maybe not
formally, but informally.” Although these techniques are claimed to have been
successful in the native communities for generations, they are not recognized, or
legitimized by the provincial government.

A second criticism of adoptions also in connection with the provincial

legislation is that the native agencies are forced to abide by are the rules concerning
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sealed records. One Mi’kmaw social worker said that the problem with the small size
of the native community, is that it tends to be close knit with people in close contact
with each other, and if a girl in one location gives up her child and a couple
somewhere close by adopts the child, it is very hard to ensure confidentiality for either
party. On the other hand, all three Mi’kmaw social workers agreed that when
adoption records are successfully sealed it is highly dangerous (in terms of incest) for
the native community. If a child is adopted and no one knows where the child is, that
child could come back and marry a relative without knowing it.

Beyond problems with the provincial policies the Mi’kmaw social workers all
expressed the sentiment that it is fundamentally wrong to totally separate a child from
their birth family ties.

[In] the native community . . . we don’t often make children free for

adoption. In N.S. if there is no access order for the parents after

wardship then they are freed for adoption, if there is an access order

they are not free. We always, not always that is too strong, we often

build in access to the natural parents after the children are even in our

permanent care. Because of their age when they come into care for one,

they know their families and they want contact. We don’t want to make

them nuttier. . . hopefully our intervention is helping these children not

making their lives worse, and sometimes separating them from their

birth families is making their lives miserable.

In cases where a child cannot live with their birth parents the child is placed
with extended family or friends of the family. Most often it is someone the child
knows already, and rarely is it a ‘stranger to stranger’ situation. Family preservation is
an important Mi’kmaw value which was expressed by all and can be clearly seen in

their aversion to adoptions, their *custom’ adoption practice, and informal adoption

practices. One Mi’kmaw social worker showed her dedication to the value when she
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declared that if the child was bi-racial, Mi’kmaw and white, she would feel
comfortable placing the child with a white relative. She stated that she was sometimes
hassled for it, but her response was, “Family is still important whether they are native
or not. If we believe in the value of family preservation in that way, family cultural
preservation, then why couldn’t they be with their blood grandmother. So what if she
is white, she is part of their culture too.”

The Mi’kmaw social workers were proud of and valued their practice of Indian
Child Welfare, and one woman made clear that “[The] practice of Indian Child
Welfare is fundamentally different than the practice of Child Welfare in the
mainstream society in Nova Scotia.” The Mi’kmaw social workers all seemed to share
the opinion that they found it difficult to follow some of the rules set out by the
province since they consider them ineffective, if not damaging when applied in the
native community. They felt strongly that the secrecy of adoptions, and sealed records
leads to identity problems and fantasizing about natural parents that could be avoided
with more access to birth family, or more access to information about birth families.
The consensus among these women was best stated by one Mi’kmaw social worker
who said,

I do not believe in adoptions. If we have a child that cannot live with

their parents, then we try to place them with their extended family, or

close friends. This way a child doesn’t have to go through identity

crisis, the secrecy, the not knowing where they come from. The child

must stay in their own community [used here meaning neighbourhood,

and ethno-cultural group]} near some of their relatives so they grow up

knowing who they are.

Social Construction of Transracial Adoption
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Considering the view the Mi’kmaw social workers held about adoptions in
general, it followed that they constructed a negative view of transracial adoption.
According to the Mi’kmaw social workers who participated in this study, placing a
child outside of their ethno-cultural group would be nothing less than destructive. All
of the Mi’kmaw social workers had been working as social workers for a minimum of
10 years. They all viewed ethno-cultural relations as slowly improving. Two reasons
suggested for why the ethno-cultural relations are slowly improving is that people are
no longer able to ignore that there is a problem, and that native people are becoming
more aware of their legal rights. Another of the women felt that although things are
slowly improving you don’t have to go far to find something labelled as an ethno-
cultural, or ‘race-relation’ problem. She also felt that more time and money should be
spent in the class rooms culturally educating youth in society. They all commented that
preservation of cultural heritage should be given the most, if not all, of the weight
when placing native children in foster care, and adoptive homes.

The main reason the Mi’kmaw social workers gave for their negative views of
transracial adoption were that it was not in the best interest of the child. They
expressed that the native children who were adopted into white families were often
dealt a double blow, they had to deal with adoptive separation from biological parents,
but also separation from their ethno-cultural, or racial roots. One Mi’kmaw social
worker said plainly that transracial adoptions with native children don’t work. “The

children are confused and angry, and troubled.”
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It was expressed that while many children experience some degree of turmoil in
their adolescent years, for an adopted child this may be heightened by an identity
crisis; furthermore for the transracially adopted child this may be aggravated by an
alienation from their cultural, or ethnic group and this may increase the chances of
adoption break down. It was mentioned by one Mi’kmaw social worker that in many
cases if there are complications with the child during adolescence, the adoptive parents
can blame the cultural aspect of the child for the break down, rather than attributing
the problems to actual issues of adolescent rebellion, or adoption identity crisis.

According to the Mi’kmaw social workers transracial adoption put the children
at risk for loss of identity, both personal and cultural. This was described as a major
cause of many other related problems for the young adoptees, such as alcoholism, and
death through self-abuse, and suicide. As one of the Mi’kmaw social workers
described it,

I think you have to recognize the child’s need to belong . . . and

developmental [psychology] stuff 