
Five Ways You Can Help a Child Struggling in School 
Part 1: Help to Heal the Sadness and Loss 

 
When it comes to helping children with their schoolwork, it is in general a challenge to make sure a 
child is reaching his or her fullest potential. In a given day, there are tests, projects, deadlines, 
assignment, difficult subjects to master, issues with friends, communication with teachers…the list 
is exhausting because, well, EVERYTHING is important.  
 
Now take how school can generally be a tough place to navigate, and add to that the fact that you 
have a child who you are taking care of because of abuse or neglect. The school is perhaps a new 
school.  You might not have much experience with schools or perhaps it’s been a while. This child is 
struggling to keep up with his or her peers. And it’s likely that, emotionally and mentally, this child 
has issues that many adults haven’t had to grapple with. When one takes all of this into account, it is 
little wonder that school becomes a very stressful place.  
 
Thankfully, there are some concrete things that you, as a foster or kinship parent can do to support 
academic success—even when there are serious barriers present. You cannot erase trauma that a 
child has experienced. You cannot ignore that the trauma experienced increases levels of risk for 
these kids, but you can increase protective factors in the child’s life that will offset and sometimes 
even mitigate those dangers.  
 
Over the next few months, we are going to dive a little deeper into each of these protective 
activities: 
 

1. Help to heal the sadness and loss. 
2. Break down big assignments into smaller chunks. 
3. Communicate with the school about your child’s situation and request interventions.  
4. Have a consistent schedule that you create with your child—and stick to it. 
5. Develop a “Growth Mindset” in yourself and your child.  

 
Help to Heal the Sadness and Loss 
 
It’s easy to see how the circumstances of why a child lands in foster care are traumatic. However, 
it’s important to take a closer look at the situation and recognize that what has happened is loss—a 
deep, confusing loss that many children are forced to process alone with little to no tools in which 
to handle it. It is little surprise that whatever inner sadness and feelings of loss are present can 
manifest into outward anger—anger that presents itself in a variety of ways.                         

Ambiguous loss—a feeling of grief or distress combined with confusion about the lost person or 
relationship—is a normal aspect of foster care and adoption. Parents who adopt children with 
special needs may feel ambiguous loss related to what the child could have been had he not been 
exposed to toxic chemicals in utero, or abused and neglected after birth. Birth parents experience 
loss when a child is removed from their home. Even extended family that has had children place in 
out of home care can experience this.  

For children placed in foster care, this type of loss tends to happen over and over again, and is 
incredibly hard to process. To help children better manage these repeated traumas, foster and 
adoptive parents, as well as child welfare workers, must be sensitive to the role ambiguous loss 
plays in foster and adopted children’s behavior. 



Pauline Boss, author of Ambiguous Loss: Coming to Terms with Unresolved Grief, says that “the 
greater ambiguity surrounding one’s loss, the more difficult it is to master and the greater one’s 
depression, anxiety, and family conflict.” In other words, the more confused about the loss the child 
is, the more problems at home they may have. And at a time when home stability is one of the most 
important protective factors of that child’s life, heightened conflict is the last thing he or she needs.  

When a child is removed from his or her home, even when the home situation is dangerous, the 
child experiences many losses at once. Perhaps one of the most upsetting is the loss of what he or 
she considers a “normal life”. Beloved belongings, pictures, smells that are from home, a bed or 
room that is familiar and comfortable, a neighborhood, friends, family members—all of these may 
be things that are lost in an instant. It is like they have become a plant ripped out of the ground by 
the roots.  

Many times what is lost is his or her role in the household. Many children that have been exposed to 
trauma and abuse many times take on roles that are meant for adults: taking care of siblings or 
even their own parents, making decisions far beyond what is expected for children of their age. It is 
not unusual for these children to have an unusual amount of independence for their age. These are 
all ways that these kids have been able to survive their situations, and these roles, when upset, can 
cause a great deal of distress and confusion for the child. They literally do not know what their 
place in the world is anymore and must be patiently and lovingly taught how to truly be a child. 
New rules, adults in charge, other children in the house can all be constraints that children may not 
know how to process, resulting in withdrawal or even rebellion.  

When a child also changes schools, they have an additional loss. Not only are there new rules and 
new people at home to navigate, there is also another world of classrooms, students and teachers to 
which they must adjust. Being the new kid is always hard, but when the new kid can’t talk 
comfortably about where he or she came from can make a difficult situation unbearable. Some 
students, amazingly, flourish despite these challenges, but others may act out in school, refuse to 
attend, cut class, or simply mentally check out of school and begin to fail subjects.  

A child’s expression of dealing with loss looks different for every child, and the adults caring for 
these children must be aware that this loss must be addressed and the process is both important 
and complicated. Properly expressed empathy can help to heal and perhaps even gives you an 
opportunity to give something that this child desperately needs to ensure a brighter future: healthy 
coping skills.  

The following is a list of good ways to help to heal from the loss. Understand that some things work, 
others don’t, and still more may not have positive results until much later.  
 

• Do your best to recover items left behind so the child can have something familiar. 
• Make for your child a picture album or memory book, allowing him or her to fill it with new 

and old memories. 
• Allow the child, in his or her own time, to talk about what is sad to him or her. Listen 

without judgement or reminding them that “this is for the best” or “you are better off here.” 
While these things may be true, it’s a fact that is not as immediately important as allow the 
child to recognize and mourn their loss.  

• Help to redefine what a “normal” family is by telling them that families do not have to be 
related and can be many different types of people together. 



• Help, when appropriate and timely, to remove some of the ambiguity surrounding the loss. 
If there are details that the child wants, help them fill in the blanks. This is not to say that 
the child must know every detail, especially if there are sensitive pieces of information that 
isn’t appropriate for their age—but do try and give as much honesty as possible to the child.  

• Advocate for counseling if the child is not in it already. 
• Be sensitive to what events may trigger a child’s sense of loss and be extra supportive 

through these times. Holidays, birthdays, or even seemingly normal family activities may 
create a sense of grief, anxiety or anger. Be patient and ready to love the child through these 
times.  

 
Feelings this big and complicated are not easily fixed and certainly not quickly resolved. For 
whatever length of time you are entrusted to care for this child, however, your actions can be 
investments to long-term healing and resiliency. Imagine that situations like this are huge knots 
that must take a great deal of work and time to untangle. There is always a way through if you are 
willing to delve into it with patience and skill. 


