When Trust Must be Taught
I remember the wonder I felt when my son Joel was a tiny newborn and I realized just my
presence could comfort him. He would cry. I would pick him up. He would stop crying. It
seemed like a miracle to me. I hadn’t done anything special, hadn’t started singing a soothing
lullaby or offered him a bottle, I had just picked him up and he was at peace. I felt just as startled
when my son Teddy was a week old and was crying while I put him down for a minute so I
could get dressed. I called out to him, “It’s okay! Mommy is here!” and he stopped crying. It was
so odd to me that just the sound of my voice could reassure him he was safe.
I imagine other mothers may not be as surprised to find they are capable of comforting their
children. Other mothers may even expect their babies will quiet when they are picked up or will
be soothed by hearing their mother’s voice. Probably because other mothers weren’t initiated
into this whole parenting gig via adoption and foster care.
Joel and Teddy are the sons I grew in my body. They heard my voice for 40 weeks. They know
my heartbeat, the way I pace the floor when I’m on the phone, the arguing voices of their
siblings, the way the dog barks when someone knocks at the door. These boys know my smell,
my sounds, my rhythm. They are hardwired to trust me and in some ways it takes minimal effort
to establish that I am trustworthy.
This is not the case when you are a stranger to the child you love. I have spent long hours
bouncing a baby who was terrified of me– a white face when he had only known brown. I have
fed a baby who only felt safe enough to eat when she was turned away from me because she
wasn’t used to being held while she ate. I have loved children who spent their prenatal lives
being subjected to toxic substances, listening to the sounds of domestic violence happening
around them, or the cold sterile noises of prison life. They have been programed to love and trust
someone who ended up being untrustworthy and they fear the love of the stranger doing the
midnight feedings and changing their diapers. When they cry and you pick them up, they are not
comforted.
It is a long process to establish trust. It means being a calm presence to a frightened child. It
means putting aside your desire to be liked or to have your love reciprocated. It may mean days
or weeks or months of being the only one to meet that child’s needs so they learn you are the one
they can trust. It may not come simply or naturally or easily. But when it does come, it is
overwhelmingly beautiful.
The first time that child falls asleep in your arms or gazes into your eyes while you feed them or
comes to you for a hug when they’re scared, it is a feeling of joy and accomplishment that is
uniquely special. Being trusted by your foster or adopted child is not something that was just
naturally given to you, it was something you earned through all the hours of love and consistent
care you invested in this child.

But in the case of foster children, why do you want them to learn to trust you if eventually they
will have to leave you? It’s a question every foster parent struggles with. I do all the work, but
eventually I will be untrustworthy too, when a judge decides this child should leave my home. Is
it worth all the work? Will I end up hurting this child more by creating an attachment that has to
be severed?
The beautiful thing is that trust is a learned skill. When we invest in children and teach them to
trust by being trustworthy, they can transfer that attachment to other trustworthy adults. We have
given kids the gift of attachment when we pour ourselves into them. They will grieve when they
leave us, but they have developed the capacity to love and trust again. This has huge implications
for their ability to love a spouse, parent their own children some day, even create friendships and
have a stable job. We have the ability to give them the start they need to learn to accept love
when it is offered and relate to others in healthy ways.
I know this is true because I watched it happen with my own child. My firstborn son had to
grieve the loss of an orphanage nanny he was attached to, but was able to learn how to trust me
at the end of that process. By loving and attaching to this baby, she gave him the ability to love
and attach to me. But I know it came at a cost to her.
When we worry about if it’s worth it to develop trust with a foster child, I think there’s another
worry we’re not talking about. We’re worried for ourselves. We hear people say they could
never be a foster parent because they would get “too attached” and while we may roll our eyes at
that, we also know the reality– getting too attached is exactly what this child needs from us, and
it’s also the very thing that will break our heart.
Creating attachment and teaching a child to trust is a difficult process. When we succeed, we
rejoice. And when that child has to leave us, we grieve. These are not choices we make because
they are easiest or make the most sense. They are the choices we make because we want to do
what’s right. We know these children didn’t choose this road, but we can choose to make it
easier for them, even if that means life is harder for us.
	
  

