
Teachers have such an important role in children’s lives and it’s hard to know how best to support each child
in your classroom. For many children in Minnesota (and beyond) kinship care is one of the special situations
that can affect their performance and sense of belonging at school.
 

Kinship care includes full-time care of a child by relatives or other adults who have a bond with the child
(Child Welfare League of America, 2007). In the US, millions of children live in households headed by
grandparents or other Relatives (Generations United, 2021). Kinship care often occurs when children cannot
stay in their own home because of child protection concerns. It can be done informally, through the courts, or
through a formal foster care or adoptive placement.
 

Below we outline some ideas to help you better support children in your class who may be in kinship care. As
with any situation, each child is unique and the first step is to get to know each child and their caregiver(s) so
you can partner to address anything that comes up. 

Supporting a Student in Kinship Care

Use “people first” language to acknowledge the child before the situation. Say “a student is in
kinship care” and not “a kinship care child or foster child”. This places the importance on the child and
takes away the stigma of them being responsible for their situation. 

Focus on building relationships to gain their trust. Children in kinship care often have a history of
unhealthy relationships with adults. They may have experienced physical or emotional abuse, and
neglect from the people they once trusted the most. Even if they haven’t experienced these things, they
have experienced the loss of their birth parents as their primary caregivers.

Encourage positive peer interactions to improve social issues. Many children who have experienced
abuse and neglect have difficulty interacting with their peers. Model appropriate social skills and create
space for positive, monitored, peer interactions. Encourage children to get involved in clubs, sports,
music, art, and other activities that foster positive relationships. If there are barriers to a child’s getting
involved in activities (such as transportation, funding, or foster care rules) it can sometimes help to
brainstorm solutions with their caregivers.

Maintain a flexible academic approach to help children in kinship care achieve success. Many
children in kinship care through the foster care system receive therapy, have family visitation, and other
activities scheduled outside of the school day. This often leaves little time for homework and creates an
emotional toll on the child. In these cases, consider providing alternate forms of assessment, removing
homework, and due dates to alleviate stress and anxiety. 

Remove/change family based assignments to remove the assumption that all families have a mom
and a dad. Other assignments such as those about family trees or history or with baby pictures or
genetics don’t work well for children who may not know their history. Choose assignments that can
teach the same lessons without focusing on genetics or family relationships. Family history and shifting
relationships (where an aunt becomes mom or a grandfather becomes dad) can be very complicated
and sharing that information with others can be painful. 
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Kinship Care Resources
https://www.fosterkinship.org/kinship-resources/kinship-faqs/

GrandFacts: Minnesota Fact Sheet for GrandFamilies
http://www.grandfamilies.org/Portals/0/State%20Fact%20Sheets/Minnesota%20GrandFacts%20State%20Fact%20Sheet%202021%2
0Update.pdf

GrandFamilies: Strengths and Challenges 
https://www.gu.org/app/uploads/2020/05/Grandfamilies-GeneralFactSheet.pdf

Meeting Educational Needs of Children and Youth in Out-of-Home Placement
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/systemwide/service-array/education-services/meeting-needs/

How to Help a Traumatized Child in the Classroom 
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/the_silent_epidemic_in_our_classrooms

Trauma Handout for School Staff 
www.attachmenttraumanetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/UpdatedTrauma-Handout-Teal-Logo-Right-1.pdf

How Trauma Affects Kids in School 
https://childmind.org/article/how-trauma-affects-kids-school/

Resources for Trauma Informed School Systems 
https://www.nctsn.org/trauma-informed-care/creating-trauma-informed-systems/schools

Trauma-Informed Discipline 
https://waldenfamily.org/tips-on-trauma-informed-discipline/

The Difference Between Discipline and Punishment
https://www.understood.org/articles/en/the-difference-between-discipline-and-punishment

Establish appropriate communication with the caregivers at home. Make sure you have a good
understanding of who makes the educational decisions and who is responsible for making sure the
child’s needs are being met at school or that the child is completing work at home—sometimes they are
different people. 

Learn about a trauma-based approach to ensure that you are providing the child with the best
possible experience in your classroom. Students with a history of trauma are not always able to
identify the things they need or the things that are bothering them. When you view a child in kinship
care through a trauma lens it can help you understand how to better connect and communicate with
them. 

Provide opportunities for inclusion to help the child in kinship care feel they belong in your
classroom and are accepted by their peers. Many children in kinship care have experienced a lot of
uncertainty in life and do well with routine and predictability. 

Normalize the experience of kinship care without making it personal. Children have little control
over their placement and/or reunification with family. Talk about kinship care in a general way and
teach students that it is normal for children to be cared for by relatives and others who are not their birth
parents. But be sure not to share information about any child’s situation or placement with their peers or
others. Let them take the lead on deciding what to share and when.

Become an advocate for the child in kinship care. If they have disabilities or particular challenges,
learn how to best support them in and out of the classroom. Studies show that a child is only one caring
adult away from being a success story! 
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