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OUR FOSTER
KID EXPERIENCE

BY RICK CHRISMAN

In the fall of 2019, my wife and I welcomed three foster kids into our home. They lived with us for about 3 months. I
wanted to share our experience, why we did it, how it went, and what we learned.

My life has been blessed in many ways. I was born into a loving and supportive family. My parents, siblings, grandparents,
aunts, uncles, and cousins have all been wonderful. I have always felt loved. My wife, Brenda, came from a similar
background. We were married in 1985 and have six kids and twenty grandkids. I wanted to teach, mentor, and enjoy my
kids. I wanted to mold them into productive human beings that know the difference between right and wrong. I wanted
them to have straight teeth, good educations, be physically active, find a good spouse, have a nice wedding, go to church
on Sunday, buy a house and live happily ever after. I wanted to raise kids that had Christian values and would impact the
world in a positive way. I realized you can’t do this on your own. It takes a village. Raising “good” children takes more than
just “good” parents trying hard. It takes resources, community support, access to help when needed, education and
many other things. Not everybody has what they need.

Brenda and I eventually got to a stage where our kids were in their 20s and 30s, and all doing well. They did not need us
as much, as we still had more to give. So, we wanted to help other kids if we could; but were not sure how to go about it.
We had done volunteer work with various non-profits and the challenges and issues facing foster kids always interested
us. Children in foster care are often born into families facing very difficult circumstances without the resources to
address them. 



For many of these kids, their parents are not able to “teach, mentor, and enjoy” them because they are struggling with
their own issues: like poverty, housing insecurity, lack of access to healthcare, unemployment, and/or racism. Adults who
were not parented well themselves, or who have never experienced healthy relationships, often struggle to parent their
own children; and sometimes they struggle with their own mental health or substance abuse. Often, these kids are left to
figure out life on their own because their parents are overwhelmed by their own situation.

So, Brenda and I, after a lot of discussion and prayers, decided to explore being foster parents. We started out by
attending the training. It was one evening a week for 12 weeks. They discussed how the foster care system works and
what to expect. It was helpful, but looking back, we could have used more training.

A week after our class ended, we were notified of a potential placement. Three brothers, ages 11, 13, and 14, needed a
home. They were in 6th, 8th, and 9th grades. They were currently separated from each other and wanted to be together.
They were taken from their birth parents several years prior. They went into foster care at that time and were eventually
adopted. The adoption did not go well and was terminated. The boys were then placed back into foster care. These boys
had already experienced more loss and trauma than any child should ever have to endure, and it clearly took its toll on
them. They currently were not adjusting well to their new surroundings and schools, which should not have been a
surprise to anyone. Brenda and I wondered if these three brothers were back together and placed in a supportive home,
would they get on track?

 Taking on three at once was not intimidating to us. We were used to managing multiple people on busy schedules. We
were told the boys were athletic and enjoyed the outdoors. That sounded like a good fit. The first time we met them, we
picked them up and took them to a park. We had a picnic and played basketball. The outing was fun. The second time we
picked them up, we brought them to our home. We live on a lake and took them fishing. They loved that. It was another
fun day.

Brenda and I decided to take on the challenge. We wanted to get the boys plugged into the Rockford school system.
Brenda visited the schools and got them all signed up. The administration at Rockford Public Schools was very supportive.
We moved the kids into our upstairs bedrooms and the adventure began. We had high expectations. We hoped to
provide them with the same love and support that we provided our kids. We wanted the same things for them that our
kids have. If everything went well, we were open to adopting them, helping them with their educations, and eventually
getting them out on their own. Little did we know that abuse and trauma lead to a lifetime of challenges that follow
children into their teenage years and beyond. Good parenting could not magically erase what these boys had been
through.



Try hard. Some things may not go well, but that is ok as long as you are making an effort to do the right thing. Just
keep trying.

We naively thought that with a simple change of attitude, some discipline and effort, they would be successful in school
and life. What we did not understand then was that the impacts of childhood trauma last a lifetime and affect everything
from learning to relationships to emotions to mental health. They were not to blame for their situation. Their parents
had failed them; the child welfare system had failed them; and the broader community had failed them.

At first, we were seeing signs of progress. Some good things were happening. Deep down you could tell they were just
kids that needed guidance. You could see their potential. But they would need to unlearn some of the unhealthy, but
protective, survival tactics that they developed over the years. I tried to roll out some general rules to help them:

1.

   2. Treat people with respect. No matter what anybody does or says to you, always be respectful to them. If you can do
       that, good things will happen.

What seemed like reasonable rules to me were not easy rules for the boys to follow because of all they had been
through. What Brenda and I did not realize was that these boys had received so little love and experienced so many
negative relationships, that it might take years for them to learn to give and receive respect from others.

Being new to the school and not knowing anybody certainly did not help the situation. There were incidents on a daily
basis. Primarily not following the rules, lack of effort, and being disrespectful. They were smart enough but would only try
if they liked the teacher. I now realize how difficult it was for these boys to enter a school system with a culture that was
foreign to them, and a student body filled with people who did not look like them. I also understand now that many
adults had hurt them in the past, and how unlikely they were to trust teachers in yet another new school. I think we
underestimated what a challenge this would be.

In our home, they struggled to engage with our family. We tried to include them in all our family activities, but they
preferred to keep their distance, possibly preventing themselves from getting too attached because they expected our
home and family to be only a temporary stop. We tried to parent them, but that is not what they wanted. They were
usually respectful to me, but not my wife. They liked to watch violent movies, listen to vulgar music, and stay up all night
because that is what they were used to. They each got a computer from school and wanted total freedom with it. They
did not want us going into their rooms on any occasion, for any reason. They got increasingly agitated with us when we
did not go along with their wishes. I believe the boys had so little control over what happened to them in the past that
they were grasping for any kinds of control in their present.

We poured our energy into the boys. They were very active. They loved sports and exercise; hunting and fishing; and
earning money. And if they were doing any of those things, they were fun to be with. Most nights and weekends, we tried
to keep them busy doing the things they loved. A typical week might include:
               Playing basketball
               Riding bikes
               Going for hikes
               Going to the health club
               Going out for a hamburger
               Fishing
               Hunting
               Mowing the lawn
               Splitting firewood

There were many things we were hoping to do for them. The oldest was a fast runner and would do well in track. We
bought him a pair of running shoes, and he started going for runs. We were looking into drivers ed for him. He loved to
fish and would go down to the lake every chance he got. Each night, I would clean and put in the freezer anything that he
caught. The second was tall and had good basketball skills. He tried out and made the 8th grade team at Rockford. He
loved to split firewood. I purchased a chain saw and was planning to help the boys start up a little firewood business; a
way for them to earn money. The youngest was quick and physically tough. I could see him playing football someday. He
was the sweetest of the group. He was not as quick to anger as his older brothers. He liked to mow the lawn, and if the
mower did not start, he would tinker with it until it did. They were all smart. They were problem solvers.



What brought the relationship to an end was they became increasingly angry with us. My kids and grandkids rarely came
over anymore because they were not comfortable in our home. Despite our best efforts, it just seemed like each week
things were getting worse, and we had not hit the bottom yet. When work required me to be out of town for a few days, I
knew my wife could not handle the situation on her own. A few days before my trip, we met with the social workers to
discuss options, and it was decided their placement with us would be terminated.

We felt like failures, and that we were letting the boys down. We would be one more trauma in their young lives. Their
beliefs and survival skills were deeply rooted, and it might take years of help and support to address their trauma, learn
healthy coping skills, and recognize that they were worthy of love. At the time they moved into our home, they were not
prepared to receive or interested in our guidance because their pain was still so fresh.

I believe it would have gone better if we only had one of them at a time. Taking on all three at once made it difficult for
them to interact with us as individuals, and it was overwhelming to us. They were a united front, as you would expect from
three brothers. As the weeks went by, and there was growing friction between us, it became a power struggle for who was
in charge. Each time we tried to move them forward, they would resist and become angry.

During the time the boys were with us, our anxiety level was high and never went down. Because I worked full time, and
did most of the fun things with them, Brenda was getting the worst of it dealing with the school and home issues. Every
day was hard for her. She was at a breaking point.

I believe we had a positive impact on them in the short time they were with us. I hope we did. Even though we had taken
classes for foster parents, we were not prepared for the behaviors of children who have experienced extreme trauma.

Brenda and I learned a lot from this experience. First, we now have a huge appreciation for all the people that work or
volunteer in the foster care system. The need is so great, and the work is so hard. God bless these people. Second, we got
a glimpse of the challenges that foster kids face daily and the behaviors they adopt as survival skills. The adults in their
lives failed them, so they survive by making their own way and not trusting anyone. Third, we learned about ourselves. We
learned about our strengths and weaknesses when trying to parent traumatized kids. And finally, we learned how truly
blessed we are that our parents had the knowledge, experience, support, and resources to do their job well.

The demand for foster parents is high, and the supply is low. Our community needs to provide support, not only for
children who have been removed because of abuse and neglect, but to vulnerable families who are struggling. Perhaps
that is how we prevent children from being in terrible situations in the first place. 



Polish Heritage Month

Although my mom was German, she would make some of my Busia's (grandma in Polish) traditional favorites.
The difficulty for my mom was that Busia did not make dishes from recipes. All her dishes were those she
learned as a young girl in Poland, and they were kept in memory. My mom managed to make them but claimed
they were never as good as those Busia made. Helen Szjada (Busia) lives on in these recipes. Before Helen
passed away, we grandchildren interviewed Busia and were able to record some of her recipes.  

My dad, Dave Kasprzak, was raised Polish American but at holidays, especially Christmas, we participated as a
family in the breaking of Oplatki. The breaking of the Christmas wafer, made of wheat flour and water, is a
custom that began in Poland in the 10th century and is practiced by people of Polish ancestry around the
world. It is considered the most ancient and beloved of Polish traditions.

Before partaking of the Christmas Eve meal, the family gathers around the table. The eldest member holds a
large wafer and breaks off a piece to begin the ritual. The remaining wafer is passed on to another member
while a prayer for loved ones is said. This continues until everyone at the table has a piece of the wafer. Finally,
each family member gives wishes to every other family member, consuming a piece of wafer broken off of the
wafer piece of the person to whom they were giving their wishes.

In conclusion, as in all traditions, carrying them forward from generation to generation is an important way of
educating and giving meaning to how our ancestors lived and what was so important to them that they brought
it with them to this country when they immigrated so many years ago.

In October, we celebrate Polish American Heritage Month. Polish people have played an important role in
American history and culture since 1608, when the first Polish settlers arrived at Jamestown, VA. The movement
began in Philadelphia, PA, and became a national celebration of Polish history, culture, and pride to honor
General Casimir Pulaski, Father of the American Cavalry and American Revolutionary War Hero Thaddeus
Kosciuszko. 

Grand Rapids celebrates these heroes the first full weekend in October by opening up the 14 halls and clubs
on the East and West sides of Grand Rapids to the public for four days of festivities. Polish food (and it is an
acquired taste) is prepared and served by the auxiliary groups at each hall. Golumpki, kielbasa (all locally
made), pierogies and kapusta are just some of the culinary delights you will find. 2022 is the 50th anniversary
of this festival weekend sponsored by the Polish Heritage Society. This annual weekend is one of the biggest
fundraisers for these establishments. My family members and I have been participating for years, and it always
proves to be a reunion of relatives, friends and of course, those who want to be Polish!

NA ZDROWIE !  (CHEERS)

DZIEN DOBRY (GOOD DAY!)

SHARON WHIPPLE

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christmas_Eve
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/stories/polish-american-heritage-month.html
http://www.polishamericancenter.org/Pulaski.htm
https://www.nps.gov/thko/learn/historyculture/kosciuszkobio.htm


STRANGE

Mervis William

PRACTICES



Tipping
In many countries tipping is not common. It is perceived as offensive in countries like Japan and Korea
and seen as a sign the staff needs more incentive to do their job. In Europe, leaving a large amount is

seen as an insult.
Wearing shoes indoors

In many European and Asian countries, wearing shoes in someone’s home is considered rude and
unhygienic.

Opening a gift
It is considered impolite in many Asian countries to unwrap a gift in front of the giver.

Aunty & Uncle
In some countries elders are respectfully called ‘Aunty’ or ‘Uncle’ rather than by their names or as Mr.

or Mrs. The terms are used for ALL elders regardless of one’s relationship to them.
Cleaning the plate

Leaving food on the plate in India and Japan is considered wasteful and an indication the food was not
enjoyed. However, in China and Russia it signifies one is still hungry, and the host failed to provide

enough food.
The left hand

In India and parts of the Middle East, only the right hand is traditionally used to consume food. The left
hand is used to attend to bodily functions rendering it unsuitable to be used at the dinner table or

even to receive gifts.
Altering food

In food cultures like France and Japan, asking for any condiment such as salt, ketchup or soy sauce is
considered an insult to the chef and interpreted as the food not having enough flavor.

Slurping
In China, Taiwan & Japan, making slurping sounds is a way of indicating enjoyment of a meal.

Burping
This is considered a sign of appreciation at the end of a meal and acceptable in China and Taiwan.

Contrary to popular belief, this is unacceptable in Japan.
Throwing a thumbs-up

Thumbs-up has the same meaning as holding up a middle finger in many regions and countries
especially the Middle East, Latin America, Russia and Greece.

We all have our own habits, but when traveling, or moving to a new city or simply
visiting with others from a different culture, some common practices just might

not be acceptable.

When planning a trip or visiting with others from a different country or culture it is
wise to do some research to avoid offending your company. Not everything is the

same away from your home.



INTERNATIONAL
C J  M E A D EMEN'S DAY



 To promote positive male role models; not just movie stars and men in
sports but every day, working class men who are living decent, honest

lives.
To celebrate men’s positive contributions to society, community, family,

marriage, childcare, and to the environment.
To focus on men’s health and wellbeing; social, emotional, physical and

spiritual.
To highlight discrimination against men, in areas of social services,

social attitudes and expectations, and law
To improve gender relations and promote gender equality

To create a safer, better world; where people can be safe and grow to
reach their full potential.

Men have a suicide rate three times higher than women
1 in 3 men have been the victims of domestic violence

Men on average die 4-5 years before women
Men are nearly twice as likely to suffer from lung cancer than women
Men are nearly twice as likely to suffer from heart disease than women

International Women’s Day was first inaugurated in 1909. Over the next 50 years, many
groups around the world felt that there should be an International Men’s Day as well.

The 1960’s saw a rise in interest to make this day a reality. The New York Times
reported on 2/24/69 that, “Many men have been agitating privately to make February
23 International Men’s Day, the equivalent of March 8, which is International Women’s

Day”. There may have been a lot of talk about it, but no action was taken. 40 years
later in the 1990’s, attempts were made to start an International Men’s Day again.

These attempts were unsuccessful because they were being observed in individual
countries and not on a global scale. In 1994, Professor Thomas Oaster, Director of The
Missouri Center for Men’s Studies at the University of Missouri, organized events in the

United States, Europe, and Australia. He was very successful at promoting these
events in 1994 but received poor attendance in 1995 and did not continue after that. In

1999, Jerome Teelucksingh, a History Professor at The University of the West Indies in
Trinidad and Tobago, continued Oaster’s work, setting the date as November 19th, and

making International Men’s Day into what we know today. However, unlike
International Women’s Day, International Men’s Day is not officially recognized by the
United Nations, instead they observe World Toilet Day on November 19th. International
Men’s Day or IMD, celebrates the positive value men bring to the world, their families,

and communities. IMD mostly focuses on highlighting positive role models and raising
awareness of men’s well-being. IMD has six core pillars:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
6.

 
International Men’s Day is right in the middle of November which is dedicated to

raising awareness for men’s health. IMD’s research shows that the following are the
top five health challenges facing men today: 

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

 
If you would like more information on International Men’s Day, please visit

https://internationalmensday.com/



National Native American, American Indian, and Alaskan Heritage Month
Diabetes Awareness Month
Movember (Awareness of men’s health issues)
November 2: National Stress Awareness Day
November 9: World Freedom Day and World Adoption Day
November 11: Veterans Day
November 13: World Kindness Day
November 16: National Day of Tolerance
November 19: International Men’s Day
November 20: Transgender Day of Remembrance (LBGTQ+)
November 24: Thanksgiving

HIV/AIDS Awareness Month
Universal Human Rights Month
December 1: World AIDS Day
December 3: International Day of Persons with Disabilities
December 9: Genocide Prevention Day
December 10: International Human Rights Day
December 18-26: Hanukkah (Jewish)
December 21: Homeless Persons’ Remembrance Day
December 24: Christmas Eve
December 25: Christmas Day
December 26-January 1: Kwanzaa
December 31: New Year’s Eve

Poverty in America Awareness Month
Slavery and Human Trafficking Awareness Month
National Mentoring Month
January 1: New Year’s Day
January 4: World Braille Day
January 7: Mahayana New Year (Buddhist)
January 13: Maghi (Sikh)
January 15: World Religion Day
January 16: Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Day
January 18: National Day of Racial Healing
January 22: Chinese New Year (Year of the Rabbit)
January 26: International Customs Day
January 27: International Holocaust Remembrance Day


