
 

 

The Holidays – an opportunity 
for loving healing 

BY MADELEINE KREBS, LCSW-C  
  

Tis the season to be jolly…but for many adopted 

children, the holiday season can be anything but 

jolly. Especially for children adopted at older ages, 

from foster care or internationally, feelings of loss 

and grief related to memories of holidays spent 

with birth family, previous foster families, or in 

orphanages, are likely to surface during this time. 

Advertisements and commercials on various media 

platforms depicting happy family gatherings can 

create unrealistic expectations and put undue 

pressure on everyone, especially vulnerable 

children. Just as parents may experience holiday-

related stress and anxiety, children may be as well, 

sometimes suffering in silence or exhibiting their 

distress in challenging behavior. In the busyness of 

the season, parents will have to take the time to 

slow things down, pay close attention to what may 

be happening for their children and talk with them 

about what they are feeling. It is important to ask 

the children about their memories and their holiday 

traditions from the past. Be prepared that children 

may be feeling uncomfortable with new religious or 

holiday traditions and practices as they may be 

missing the ways in which they celebrated with 

their birth or foster families.  
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Sharing Your Creativity    

During the Holidays 

 

From pbs.org 

 

As we enjoy the downtime of winter breaks together as a 

family, it’s the perfect time to encourage children to 

embrace their imaginations and be creative. 

Those scribbles and early attempts at using scis-

sors help children build fine motor skills, creativity, and 

the ability to express themselves. Holidays are a partic-

ularly special time to engage the whole family in sharing 

their creativity through the arts — making decora-

tions, holiday cards, and special surprises for the ones 

we love. Use the activities, games, and printables below 

as a jumping off point to get creative as a family.  

 

Questions to Ask Your Child 
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1. What can we make with what we have? Encourage 
your child to use their imagination and build, de-
sign, and decorate with art supplies you have at 
home — even leftovers! Try giving small scraps to 
each family member with the challenge to make a 
new holiday ornament or handmade card. 

2. Get creative with “homemade” gifts — they don’t 
have to be crafts! Does your child like to dance, 
sing, play an instrument, or act? Ask if they’d like 
to put on a show for far away family and friends. 
Take a video of the show or invite family to at-
tend over video chat. (“What should our show be 
called? Who should we invite? What props can we 
make?”) 

3. Can we work together? Try creating a paper chain 
decoration as a family to practice cooperation. 
This is also a great activity for practicing scissor 
skills, because it involves cutting in a straight line 
to make strips of paper. 
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Foster Care & The Holidays 
 

Dr. John N. DeGarmo, Ed.D. 

 

The stockings are hung, by the chimney with care, in hopes that...In hopes of what? For many children who 
have been placed into the foster care system, they have come from homes where there was no Christmas, 
there was no hope. They have come from families that did not celebrate a holiday. They have come from envi-
ronments where there were no presents, no tree. They have come from homes where there was not holiday joy 
or love. 

The Holiday season is upon us. Christmas, Hanukah, New Years, Kwanzaa; these are times that can be ex-
tremely difficult for many foster children. During this time of Holiday Cheer, many foster children are faced with 
the realization that they will not be “home for the holidays,” so to speak, with their biological family members. 
When they wake up Christmas morning, and are surrounded by people who just may be strangers to them, 
strangers who are laughing and having fun, it can be a very difficult time for them, indeed. To be sure, it is a day 
that is a stark reminder to these children that they are not with their own family. It is during the holidays when 
families are supposed to be together, yet these children in care are not. They are not with their families, and 
they may not know when they will see them next. 

Along with this, foster children also struggle with trying to remain loyal to their birth parents while enjoying the 
holiday season with their foster family. There are those moments when a child from foster care may feel guilty 
for experiencing joy and laughter with their foster family, they may feel that they are not only letting their birth 
mother or father down, they might even be betraying their birth parents and member of their biological family, 
causing even more grief, guilt, and anxiety within the child during this season of holiday joy. Indeed, this can be 
a very emotionally stressful time for all involved. 

As one who has fostered many children, myself, during the holiday time, I have found that it is important to ad-
dress these issues beforehand. Before Thanksgiving, before Christmas, before Hanukah; even before family 
members and friends come to visit, foster parents need to prepare their foster child ahead of time. 

To begin with, foster parents can best help their foster child by spending some time and talking about the holi-
day. Perhaps the holiday being celebrated in their new home is one that their birth family never celebrated, or is 
a holiday that is unfamiliar with them. Let the foster child know how your family celebrates the holiday, what tra-
ditions your family celebrate, and include the child in it. 

Ask your foster child about some of the traditions that his family had, and try to include some of them into your 

own home during the holiday. This will help him not only feel more comfortable in your own home during this 

time, but also remind him that he is important, and that his birth family is important, as well. Even if his traditions 

are ones that you do not celebrate in your own home, try to include some of his into your own holiday celebra-

tion, in some way and some fashion. 
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