
Tony Hynes, an African-American teenager, was walking home from a troubling encounter with
county police officers, trying to decide whether to tell his white, adoptive mother what had
happened. He didn’t want her to worry, but decided to tell her anyway.

The teen had been shooting baskets alone when a white officer approached.

“How long have you been here?”

Hynes had arrived about 10 minutes prior and was supposed to meet friends. The officer said
he’d received a call that someone matching Hynes’s description and wearing a Michael Vick
jersey was on a nearby roof, stealing things about 10 minutes earlier. Hynes was wearing a Vick
jersey.

“Don’t you think that’s a little bit of a coincidence?” the officer asked.

“No,” Hynes replied. “A lot of people have Michael Vick jerseys.”

Thinking the teen was “getting smart” with him, the officer asked Hynes where he lived.

“I live just down the street.”

The officer slapped the ball out of Hynes’s hands, punted it across a field, and drew his weapon.
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“Get on the ground! Get on the ground now!”

In a flash, Hynes was face-down on the ground, a gun aimed at his back. He lay there, frozen, as
the officer called his new suspect into the station.

“I was scared,” he said years later. “I didn’t know if I twitched or moved whether I would be
shot. I … tried to stay as still as humanly possible.”

Fifteen minutes later, the officer realized he had the wrong kid. He holstered his weapon and
retrieved the basketball for Hynes.

When Hynes told his mother, Janet Simons, what had happened, she was angry and scared.

“It really bothered me that in the community that we live in, which is very diverse, that this
would happen,” she said.

She decided immediately to drive to the county police station to speak with the officers.

Like Simons, white parents who adopt transracially will confront discrimination or racism faced
by their children.

Hynes, now 27, works with the Maryland agency Adoptions Together, where he helps run a
support group for parents with adopted children of a different race or culture. When incidents
of discrimination or injustice arise, he counsels parents to respond in the same way that his
mother did—by speaking up.

“Use your privilege to make a change,” he says.

 

Adopting a Child of Another Race
According to the 2010 Census, about a quarter of U.S. households with adopted children are
transracial. About 30 percent of transracially adopted children are Latino, 28 percent are Asian
or Pacific Islander, 16 percent are multiracial and 15 percent are Black.

Choosing to adopt a child of a different race should be a very conscious decision, said Janice
Goldwater, founder and executive director of Adoptions Together. Parents will need to be
intentional about embracing opportunities and challenges that are associated with raising a
child of another race.

“The first thing adults need to think about is what it will mean to be a conspicuous family,”
Goldwater said. “Am I somebody who wants to walk through the world not being noticed?
Because when you are an adoptive family, particularly a transracially adopted family, it’s all
eyes on you all the time.”

The process is self-reflective, she said. Parents will need to look at the community, the school,
or the church that they are bringing a child into and decide whether it’s a healthy environment
that will enable him to grow and to develop a strong sense of racial identity.
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Creating a diverse environment that allows children to interact with potential role models who
look like them is critical for children as they develop a sense of self-esteem and self-worth, said
Thema Bryant-Davis, Ph.D., a professor with Psychology@Pepperdine, Pepperdine University’s
online Master of Arts in Clinical Psychology with an Emphasis in Marriage and Family Therapy
(MFT) program.

“If they are living in an environment where everyone who is in leadership and has power and
authority doesn’t look like them, where the school curriculum is presenting great minds, great
scientists, great inventors and it never represents someone from their background, that’s giving
them a message … that [their] community and [their] people have done nothing of worth,”
Bryant-Davis said.

Bryant-Davis said she believes children need to develop their own positive relationships with
people of their race, see their parents interacting with people of their race as peers, and learn
about the legacy of people who look like them and who have contributed to the country in great
ways. She also warned against trying to raise your child to be colorblind.

“In order to truly love and affirm a child, you want to let them know that you see and celebrate
every aspect of them,” she said. “You don’t want their introduction to their identity to be
something negative outside of the house when you should have prepared them with a
foundation of a positive understanding of who they are.”

 

Encountering Racism and Discrimination
While Hynes is hesitant to label what happened to him as traumatic, it has permanently
changed his life.

“I will remember all of the details of that story because it is so important to me,” he said. “It’s a
reminder to me that I always have to be vigilant and aware of my surroundings. I always have to
be aware of what I’m wearing and what I’m doing, even though I was engaging in a recreational
activity.”

For other children of color, an incident like Hynes experienced can result in racial trauma—a
feeling of fear, hopelessness, or powerlessness that results from an act targeted at a person or
group of people based on their race. Traumas can be the result of explicit discrimination or the
cumulative effects of smaller slights called microaggressions.

People of color, and especially young people, can become overwhelmed by traumatic events,
interactions, and experiences such as seeing videos of black men being killed by police. Young
people may be more likely to internalize these incidents, resulting in self-blame or shame,
Bryant-Davis said.

Addressing race and incidents of racism or discrimination can be challenging for adoptive
parents.

“If you are a white person and you haven’t experienced what your child has experienced, saying
‘I know how you feel’ is wrong,” Goldwater said.
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Bryant-Davis agreed, noting that while a white parent may be able to feel grief or feel
brokenhearted about incidents that cause racial trauma, the difference is that they do not feel
vulnerable or targeted. Being able to honestly acknowledge that you, as a parent, cannot
understand the incident in the same way, while also showing compassion, will encourage
children and teens to openly discuss these incidents when they do occur, she said.

“Your anxious engagement is more valuable than your silent comfort,” Bryant-Davis said. “If
these issues are happening—and they are—and you don’t speak about them, your silence
communicates to your child that you don’t think they’re important or you don’t care.”

Simons, for example, knew she had to act on behalf of her son. After waiting until someone
agreed to meet with her at the police station, she was escorted into a conference room where
she met with a number of police officers. The officers continued to be dismissive of the incident,
but she persevered.

“You have to stand up for your child even if you don’t resolve the problem to your satisfaction,”
Simons said. “You have to speak out for your child, and the child needs to know that you’ve
done this.”

 

What Can Parents Do?
In order to lay the foundation for productive discussions about incidents of racial trauma,
Bryant-Davis encourages parents to educate themselves about race. She advises parents to read
books, articles, and blogs from authors who represent various communities of color and
cultures, consume news sources that have diverse staffs who can provide varied perspectives on
current events, and seek out diverse friendships with people who will be able to share their
experiences with issues of race and who can potentially share their perspectives with a child.

Hynes said it’s important for parents to remember that they can still be valuable resources
when it comes to educating their children about race and supporting them through incidents of
racial trauma, even if they are not the same race as their child.

“In life, when I feel discriminated against, that’s when I want to feel that I have a parent to
support me,” he said.

5 Ways to Support Your Child Through Racial Trauma
1. Create a space for your child to talk openly and honestly about the incident.

Educate your child about the history of race in this country, and be honest about why these
incidents occur. Having honest interactions gives children the vocabulary to discuss these
incidents and makes them feel comfortable sharing their experiences in the future.

2. Make certain that your child feels safe. When something is scary for a child or makes
him feel vulnerable or attacked, he will turn to his parents for safety. Remind him that you
love him unconditionally. Emphasize that you will do everything in your power to fight for
your child, not just in your household but also among your extended family, in your
neighborhood, in your school, etc.

3. Share your feelings. Children are looking for parents to respond in a way that matches
their feelings. Express sadness, compassion, and outrage. But be aware of your own internal
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state and moderate your feelings so that your child doesn’t feel as though she has to take
care of you.

4. Affirm what your child is feeling. Provide support and validation for your child’s
feelings. Enter the discussion from a place of belief, and acknowledge that racism or
discrimination is not right. Try your best to empathize with his feelings of pain while also
being aware of the fact that you have a different lived experience and will feel the incident
differently.

5. Take action. People feel a sense of relief when they can do something to right a wrong.
Show your child that, while there is hate in the world, there are more people who will stand
up to hate. Take her to a family-friendly march, write a letter to the president, or donate
your time to a local charity or organization as a family. Children must believe that they have
the power to speak up. You can empower your child to do so by speaking up when you see
incidents of racial injustice, not just on a national level but in your everyday community.

Originally published on Psychology@Pepperdine blog. Reprinted with permission.
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