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“Children are most like us in their feelings and least like us in their thinking.”

– David Elkind                  
in Children and Adolescents
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1. A Few Words for Parents

I was having dinner out with my children, who are both Asian-American. At a nearby table were three Asian-American women. My son, then three, pointed at the women and commented on their appearance. Before I could respond to him, my daughter, who was six, urgently whispered to him, “Be quiet. One of them could be your mother.”

I knew then that my daughter was thinking about adoption and about her birthmother more frequently and with more depth than I was aware of.

This surprised me because she seemed to feel comfortable talking about adoption with me. She seemed willing to ask questions, and I thought I had let her know by my general responsiveness that we could talk about anything related to her adoption or her birthparents. And because I’m involved with adoption professionally, I thought I was, if anything, over-sensitive to any signs that she was dealing with an adoption issue.

For the first time, I realized that while we discussed adoption easily, she didn’t share all her thoughts with me. And I knew that her thoughts at the age of six were only the beginning of years of questioning and increasing awareness about adoption and its importance in her life.

Shortly after that incident I began traveling throughout the country speaking to adoption groups about raising adopted children. Everywhere I went I found adoptive parents who want to help their children make sense of adoption in a way that leaves the children feeling self-assured and loved. Some were parents of infants and were anticipating the different concerns their children would have as they grew up. Others had already been asked specific questions by their preschoolers, school-age children, or adolescents.

This book, then, grew out of current child development theory and modern adoption philosophy, and out of the many conversations I have had with adoptive parents, adoptees, and birthparents.

It will help adoptive parents understand the kinds of concerns children have about themselves and their origins at each stage of growth so parents can provide the answers children need, even if the questions are not asked directly. Sample conversations and examples will help alert parents to subtle signs that their children could be grappling with adoption issues so accurate and age-appropriate information can be provided in a loving and empathetic way.

The information we provide our children affects them emotionally. Adoptive parents should be prepared not only for the questions their children will have, but for the reactions their children may have to the answers to those questions. Help in preparing for this role is offered later in this chapter.

Who needs this book

This book is for those parents who made a decision to become the legal parents of a child genetically unrelated to them, regardless of whether legal action was necessary for them to do so. It is for families who meet the dictionary’s definition of adoption-to take and treat as one’s own-regardless of whether they meet a court’s definition.

This definition includes children adopted by stepparents; those conceived through donor insemination, in vitro fertilization with a donor egg or embryo, and surrogacy; as well as those who meet the traditional definition of adoption. (We sometimes distinguish between those adoptions in which birthparents and adoptive parents are not given the opportunity to share information or have ongoing contact and those in which information is shared and ongoing contact provided for by calling the former “traditional adoptions” and the latter “open adoptions.” In this book, however, the term “traditional adoption” refers to the common practice of adoption-whether open or not-in which a child is legally adopted by one or two biologically unrelated parents, to distinguish it from adoption through donor insemination, surrogacy, and in vitro fertilization.)

Regardless of how children are adopted, they share important issues. For the preschooler, the question, “Where did I come from?” is more complex, either because of the method of conception or the child’s journey to a new family after birth. School-age children wonder why they were adopted when most people aren’t, and how their value as a person is affected by the different way they joined their families. Adolescents struggle to know who they are in a very basic sense-a question that is more difficult when they are missing information about their biologic parents.

Most importantly, adopted children are likely to grieve for the loss of their birthparents. This is not necessarily the same kind of grief they would feel if they suddenly lost the parents they had lived with for many years. It’s a grief that comes from knowing they have lost people who played a significant role in their lives.

Even children who have regular contact with their birthparents, such as those in an open adoption, have lost their birthparents as parents, and may still have questions about why their birthparents didn’t keep them and what it means to be adopted.

While adopted children share many issues, they also have issues unique to the particular way they joined their families. For example, children adopted through donor insemination, surrogacy, and in vitro fertilization with a donor egg or donor embryo were deliberately created by a parent intending to terminate his or her parental rights. In some cases, large sums of money were connected to the adoption. Other children had birthparents whose parental rights were taken away from them.

Parents who have adopted through donor insemination, surrogacy, and in vitro fertilization are just beginning to look toward the traditional adoption community for guidance in helping their children deal with these many issues because the importance of openness has been accepted in traditional adoptions for much longer. This book, however, goes beyond the standard advice given to adoptive families for many years-to tell their children early that they are adopted-and describes how children’s awareness of adoption changes with their growth and suggests how parents can meet the challenges this poses in their families.

The rights of adopted children

Some time ago I was asked to write an essay on the rights of adopted children for the alternative parenting journal Nurturing Today (187 Caselli Ave., San Francisco, Calif. 94114). It was a topic I hadn’t given much thought to. As I researched the article and examined my own thoughts on the subject, I came to the conclusion that children aren’t accorded many rights at all. And those that they are given are subject to interpretation if they conflict with the rights of others. For example, children’s right to a good education may conflict with the right of citizens not to be taxed excessively. And even when there is general agreement on children’s rights, society is reluctant to impose its values on families who do not agree. For example, behavior that many people would consider child abuse is considered acceptable discipline by others.

So while I believe that adopted children have certain rights, these are not guaranteed by law. They can only be accorded to children if we are committed to the principles behind them:

1. Children have the right to know who they are and how they joined their families, and to grow up knowing the truth.

While some well-meaning people think children are “better off” believing their adoptive parents are their biologic parents, I think that’s only true if we feel there is something wrong with being adopted. The truth may bring some sadness and pain, but there are far worse ramifications of dishonesty. Healthy relationships, including those in a family, can only be built on trust and honesty. Furthermore, if adoption is kept a secret, children are likely to realize there is something about them that nobody talks about and be unnecessarily concerned about what it might be. When such a secret is finally revealed, it can destroy relationships in the family. (The effect of secrecy on the child is discussed in Chapter 8.)

On the other hand, truthfulness is not an all or nothing affair. Young children do not need all the details about their origins or adoption. Some of the details will have to wait until children are mature enough to understand the facts and deal with the implications. The important point is that children should never knowingly be told or allowed to believe something that will later be contradicted by the truth-a point I refer to repeatedly in this book.

2. Children have a right to freely ask questions and express their feelings about being adopted.

Adoption is not a single event in the life of a family, but a different way of forming a family that affects that family forever. It is important to establish an attitude in the family that conveys to the child: “You can always talk about your birthparents and your adoption. You can always expect your questions to be answered honestly and appropriately. You can always express your feelings about your origins and your adoption.”

3. Children have a right to a positive attitude about their birthparents.

How birthparents are portrayed affects children’s feelings about themselves. If children think they came from “bad people,” they are likely to think they are bad, too. This doesn’t mean that we should idealize the birthparents or misrepresent them. It does mean we should educate ourselves so we can be more empathetic toward the birthparents. Once we do that, it is easier to portray birthparents as unique individuals rather than as stereotypes, and separate their actions, which may have been mistakes, from their innate value as human beings. Similarly, the decision to place a child for adoption should be portrayed in a positive way.

4. Children have the right to be accepted as individuals with a unique genetic heritage.

Our actions with our children, not just our words, must reflect that we are not only happy that they are who they are, with their unique mix of hereditary and environmental influences, but that we wouldn’t have them any other way. Before we can do this, we have to let go of our fantasies about the child we expected to conceive and give birth to. When we let go of our expectations, we find that one of the most rewarding aspects of adoption is discovering who our children are.

5. Children have a right to be recognized by society as full and equal members of their adoptive families.

In the United States, families formed by adoption are still considered unusual, and therefore, not as good as traditional families. We are scrutinized carefully for signs that the parent-child relationship, formed in such an unusual way, is not as strong or as fulfilling as that in a traditional biologic family. Children have a right to grow up without having to justify (by exceptional behavior or achievements) belonging to their families and without expectations based on myths and stereotypes.

6. Information about our children’s origins is private information that belongs to them.

While we should never hide the fact that a child is adopted, we should respect the child’s right to privacy with regard to details about her birthparents and how she came to be adopted.

With rare exceptions, if any, the person who is adopted should have all the available information about her origins and adoption by the time she is an adult. I fully support the decision of adults to search for more information about their origins, including meeting their birthparents, even when it conflicts with the desires of the birthparents or the adoptive parents.

7. Transracially adopted children have a right to a positive sense of racial or ethnic identity.

Transracially adopted children should have an opportunity to learn about their race or ethnic group and be proud of being a member of it. They also have a right to feel competent in dealing with the discrimination and prejudice they will encounter as members of minority groups.

Parents’ attitudes toward discussing adoption

Before our children understand what we say about adoption they will understand how we feel about it. Young children may have difficulty understanding the technology that led to their creation, or the social factors that influenced their birthparents to place them for adoption, but they will have no doubts about whether their parents are comfortable talking about these topics.

It isn’t surprising that many parents are not entirely comfortable talking about adoption. Adoption involves talking with children about complicated, sensitive, private, and emotional subjects, such as reproduction, finances, and racial attitudes.

But if children perceive their parents are uncomfortable discussing adoption, they may conclude that there is something wrong with being adopted. They may also decide that if adoption makes their parents feel so uncomfortable, they shouldn’t talk about it. That’s just the opposite of the way we want our children to feel.

Some parents inadvertently convey a sense of uneasiness in discussing adoption because they are trying to present information in a way that ensures the child will never feel any sadness, pain, or rejection as a result of what they are told.

To expect that we can explain adoption without our children feeling any sadness or pain is to expect the impossible of ourselves and of our children. There are no “right words” to use to discuss adoption or “right time” to say them that will spare a child sadness, although some ways of discussing adoption are more positive than others. Adoption carries with it some sadness for everyone involved, and this must be acknowledged. Our children have been separated from significant people in their lives-the very people who gave them life. The fact that they might never have known these people is in itself cause for great regret. We as adoptive parents have felt sadness, too, because we are unable to have biologic children, or because we did not give birth to our children or spend their early weeks, months, or years with them.

Of course, adoption also involves great joy and satisfaction for those involved. Acknowledging the sadness and pain in adoption doesn’t mean denying the joy. And acknowledging the joy doesn’t mean we must deny the sadness.

As parents, we might hope that our children would feel only joy in life, but that isn’t realistic. We can’t and shouldn’t try to “protect” our children from honest emotions. What we can do is help our children learn how to cope with disappointment, confusion, sadness, and pain. We can help them make sense out of their confusion and comfort them in their sadness. What we must understand is that even though our children might at times feel uncomfortable, confused, or sad as a result of the way they joined their families, experiencing sadness or discomfort doesn’t have to affect our children’s overall self-esteem. And we don’t have to feel guilty that they are feeling sadness or pain because we chose to adopt them.

What children want to know and can understand about adoption

Children who have been adopted have varying levels of interest in adoption and in their origins. They react in individual ways to information about their pasts. And they have varying degrees of curiosity and levels of determination in pursuing answers to their questions.

Furthermore, children’s ability to understand various aspects of adoption changes with their development. Therefore, our goal is to provide information appropriate to children’s ability to absorb it in a meaningful way, according to their interest and emotional maturity. This means that at times we will be providing our children with information that is new to them. At other times we will be providing them with information they have heard before, but in a way that reflects their mental or emotional growth.

The eight-year-old who says, “I wonder if I have any brothers and sisters I don’t know about,” probably wants different information from the fifteen-year-old who asks the same question: The younger child is likely to be interested in who her family is; the adolescent may be concerned that she is unknowingly dating a sibling or half-sibling.

It is not our children’s responsibility to ask questions in ways that make this distinction clear to us. Most of us are not direct when we seek information. Asking a spouse, “How much do you think we should spend on Christmas presents for each other this year?” could mean anything from, “I’m concerned about finances and think we should be frugal,” to “I’ve found something wonderful for you but I’m not sure I should spend that much money.” Similarly, children are not always direct when they ask a question, especially when they’re not exactly sure what they want to know. So when it comes to a complicated and emotional issue like adoption, we have to be prepared to anticipate our children’s needs, clarify their questions, and provide them with the information they are really seeking.

How to use this book

This book is organized by developmental stages, beginning with infancy, to help parents recognize and anticipate the issues their child is likely to be dealing with at a particular time.

To use this book most effectively, parents should read it in its entirety and not assume that because they have an infant they don’t need to read the section on adolescents yet, or because they have an adolescent they can skip the information about children in middle childhood.

Parents of young children will want to know about their child’s current development stage and also how to anticipate their child’s needs for information in the future.

Parents of an older child – including the child adopted at an older age-will want to know the kinds of issues their child is likely to have had in the past in case she did not have an opportunity to have those questions answered or express the feelings she was having at the time.

Of course, it is always important to remember that children are unique and develop at their own rate. Any book that describes how children are likely to be at different developmental stages must be read as a guide, with the understanding that your child may move into and out of these stages a little faster or a little slower than other children.

Because many children adopted at an older age have missed early developmental experiences due to neglect, abuse, or the lack of consistent parenting, their emotional and mental ages are often younger than their chronological ages. Parents should talk to them about adoption, and other topics, in ways appropriate for their mental and emotional ages.

Children who are developmentally delayed and who are adopted also deserve to know the truth about how they joined their families. While they may never be able to comprehend the full story of their adoption, they can and should be given information about their origins that is appropriate to their emotional and mental development.

You know your child and your family situation better than anyone else. One child will look at every person at a restaurant as a potential birth relative. She may quietly ponder the possibility for days or weeks without ever talking about it. Another child will deal with the same issue in a matter of seconds. Still another child might say to her parents or to her sibling: “Wouldn’t it be funny if my birthmother were eating dinner at the same place that I was and we didn’t even know it?”

This book, therefore, can only provide guidelines. If you question whether a suggestion in this book is appropriate for your child or your family, use your own judgment. Parents should be informed and should seek advice on all aspects of parenting, but should temper that information and advice with knowledge of their own family.

One final point needs to be made about how to use this book: Because most parents know the importance of allowing their children to express their thoughts and feelings about being adopted, they may be more sensitive to their children’s need to talk about adoption than about other important subjects. Children are likely to feel rejected, sad, confused, angry, scared, or lonely in situations other than those relating to adoption. If children only have an opportunity to talk about their feelings when they relate to adoption, they may think that all their feelings have something to do with adoption. By recognizing the kinds of thoughts and feelings children have about adoption, parents can learn to respect the intellectual and emotional development of children in general. What parents learn about helping children express their concerns about adoption can serve as a model for helping children express their thoughts and feelings in other situations.

Activity: Getting ready

Some parents tell me they always planned to adopt. Others grew up in adoptive families themselves. Many of us once rejected adoption as a way of forming a family. Our attitudes toward adoption, as with other aspects of life, are influenced by our personal experiences, the family values we grew up with, the messages we have received from society, and informal and formal education.

Parents will be better able to meet their children’s need to have adoption information presented to them in a realistic yet empathetic way if they first understand their own feelings about adoption.

You may want to explore your feelings about adoption privately, through informal discussion with a spouse, friend, or partner, or in a more structured way with an adoptive parents’ group. However you choose to do it, keep in mind that you do not need to have resolved every issue or feel comfortable with every topic to talk with your child about adoption. That’s an unrealistic expectation. Furthermore, remember that it’s natural for some issues that seemed resolved at one time to crop up again at another time. For example, it isn’t unusual for some infertility issues to re-emerge for parents when their children enter their reproductive years.

Understanding how we felt initially about different aspects of adoption and how those feelings may have changed can help us recognize any aspects of our adoption experience that may still be affecting our self-image and our expectations of our children. It can also help us prepare for how we will talk about these topics with our children. The following topics are important issues for adoptive families, although not all of them are appropriate to every family’s situation and experience.

Infertility

People react to infertility in individual ways. For some people, the hardest part of infertility is being unable to experience or participate in a pregnancy. For others, the lack of control over a basic human function is most troubling. For others, the knowledge that they will never have a genetic descendant is hard to accept.

One parent may find that his experience with infertility taught him that he does not have control over all aspects of his life, while another may find himself wanting to have more control in those areas of his life in which he does have control. Another parent may find that her desire to experience pregnancy was satisfied by acting as a childbirth coach for her child’s birthmother.

A woman who is infertile as a result of a sexually transmitted disease would want to think about how she will explain her reasons for adopting in an honest way that still protects her privacy.

Some parents have found that continued involvement with Resolve, Inc., an education and support group for infertile couples, helps them resolve ongoing infertility issues they may have, even after they have formed their families. (For more information on Resolve, Inc., see Appendix A: “Do We Need More Help?”)

The decision to adopt

There’s a big difference between the couple who feels comfortable adopting but chooses donor insemination because health insurance would pay the costs of a pregnancy but not the costs of a traditional adoption, and the couple who chooses donor insemination because the husband doesn’t want people to know he is infertile. The first couple may be able to acknowledge the child’s birthfather as a real person, but the husband in the second example may resent the birthfather’s role in the conception of his child or even pretend the birthfather doesn’t exist.

Some parents are initially attracted to intercountry adoption because, they reason, if the child is obviously adopted no one will hold them responsible for the child’s behavior. Others want to adopt an infant because they believe environmental influences are so strong that they can mold the child to fit their expectations. In both cases, these parents may believe people will judge them by their children’s behavior or accomplishments, which could result in unrealistic expectations of themselves and their children.

Reactions of family and friends

When we become parents, we are often surprised to see that we share more values with our parents than we thought we did. Looking back at the reactions our family and friends had to our decision to adopt can be clues to our own feelings.

For example, if we received a message from our family that a child who is adopted is likely to come from a family “not as good” as ours, then perhaps we unconsciously share that same concern.

When we are hurt by references to our child’s “real mother,” some of our pain results from knowing our society does in fact consider adoptive parents something less than real. But if we find ourselves getting unusually angry when someone asks about our child’s “real mother,” perhaps that reflects our own doubt about whether an adoptive family is really as good as a biologic family.

Reading about child-rearing practices in other cultures, for example, in which children are raised on a kibbutz or informal adoption is commonplace, has helped some parents realize that not all societies have the same attitude toward biologic families as ours. Learning more about bonding and attachment has reassured other parents that the quality of the parent-child relationship is not determined by the circumstances of the child’s birth.

The birthparents’ decision

Those of us who are infertile once placed a great deal of importance on becoming pregnant and giving birth to a child. Many of us were angry when we realized that despite all our efforts to conceive and carry a pregnancy to term, we were not being successful, while thousands of teenagers were being successful with little thought to what they were doing. Sometimes I wonder how we can talk with empathy and understanding about the teenager who placed her child for adoption if we once felt anger and resentment toward girls in similar situations. I wonder how we can discuss the birthmother’s decision to place her child for adoption when we would have stood on our heads for nine months if that’s what a doctor told us was necessary to deliver a baby. We’re certainly glad that our child’s birthmother placed her for adoption, and we probably believe it was the best decision for her and her child. But that isn’t the same as being able to understand how she could decide to place her child for adoption.

Those parents who have had an opportunity to meet the birthmother and get to know her may be better able to explain her situation and decision in a positive manner. Many parents have not had that opportunity, however, and find that their understanding of the birthmother is enhanced by reading books like To Love and Let Go by Suzanne Arms (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), and first-person accounts of birthmothers, such as Birthmark by Lorraine Dusky (New York: M. Evans and Company, 1979), and by listening to birthmothers speak at conferences, at pre-adoption sessions, or on videotapes, such as those available through Children’s Home Society of Minnesota (2230 Como Ave., St. Paul, Minn. 55108). Parents of a child born in a foreign country often find it helpful to learn more about the attitudes toward women experiencing a crisis pregnancy in their child’s country of origin.

Parents of children adopted through donor insemination or through in vitro fertilization with a donor egg or embryo can also examine what they think the birthparent’s motives were. If we believe the sperm, egg, or embryo donors were acting out of empathy for other infertile couples or out of concern that a potential life not be destroyed, we are more likely to convey their decision as a positive plan.

Attitudes toward birthparents

What we believe and how we feel about our children’s birthparents could very easily show up not only in the way we talk about them to our children, but in our expectations of our children. (See “Assuming the birthparents’ identity” in Chapter 6.)

Some parents may have negative feelings about birthparents based on stereotypes. We tend to resort to stereotypes when we lack information or personal experience with particular people. So obtaining more information from the adoption intermediary, reading about birthparents, or listening to them speak at conferences or on videotapes can help dispel some of these stereotypes.

Some parents have negative feelings about the birthparents because the birthparents have had serious problems with drugs, alcohol, sexual exploitation, or abuse. But even in those situations, parents have been able to portray birthparents in ways that neither glorify them nor condemn them. (See “Explaining difficult situations” in Chapter 4 and “Developing a factual basis for identity” in Chapter 6.)

One way to think about how your child would want to hear about birthparents with serious personal problems is to imagine how you might talk with your child about a member of your family who is an alcoholic, a shoplifter, or a criminal. For example, you wouldn’t condone Aunt Bertha’s alcoholism, but you probably would want your child to know the positive aspects of Aunt Bertha, too, such as the time she took you to the seashore. You would probably want your children to forgive Aunt Bertha for her mistakes, but love her. After all, “she’s family.” That’s how important the birthparents are to a child.

Heredity and environment

How much genetics influences intelligence, talents, personality, and temperament is still unclear. It appears that both heredity and environment are influential. Many adoptive parents, however, tend to minimize the effects of genetics, preferring to believe that the environment they provide their child will be more important than any innate abilities or characteristics. In many respects, this is a productive attitude to have. It helps us provide our children with opportunities and encouragement. But it can also send some messages to children that we don’t intend to send, such as: “The child I would have given birth to would have been like this. For me to be happy with you, you have to be like this, too,” or “I don’t like what you got from your birthparents, I want you to be different.” Unrealistic expectations like these doom our children to failure – something no parent wants to do. Many parents, therefore, find it helpful to remember that both genetics and environmental factors influence children.

Your child

When we expect to have a child who is genetically related to us, some of our expectations are based on the characteristics we expect to pass on to our children, such as red hair or a tall, slender frame. Indeed, one of the motivations for having children is that people who are in love with each other want a child who represents a joining of the two of them. When people find they are unable to reproduce themselves genetically, their second choice is frequently to have a child as close as possible to the child they would have produced genetically. This is one reason adoption through donor insemination, surrogacy, or in vitro fertilization appeals to many people. It’s also why many prospective adoptive parents think first about adopting an infant who is racially like them. Recognizing what you or your spouse wanted to pass down to the next generation can help you understand the expectations you may have of yourselves and your children.

Parents and children are usually happier when children are not only accepted as the unique individuals they are, but when that individuality is cherished. Then, rather than expecting children to fulfill our fantasies, we can embrace the important task of parenthood-guiding children to develop themselves in the direction in which they are inclined and finding joy in their unique growth.

Discussing differences

People who are adopted feel different because they joined their families in a nontraditional way. Whether this difference is disturbing to them or is integrated into their self-image with ease depends to some extent on whether the important people in their lives believe differences are enriching or to be avoided. We help our children feel comfortable being adopted not only by discussing adoption in empathetic terms but by accepting religious, racial, physical, and economic differences in people.


2. “How Do We Begin?”

Infants and Toddlers, Family and Friends

From the very moment you become a family you will be talking about how your child joined your family. Many of these discussions will be with your child. Although infants and toddlers don’t understand what it means to be adopted, most experts recommend introducing the subject right away. In these early years, these talks generally will be one-sided, brief, and simple. But they provide the foundation for more in-depth discussions later.

While your infant or toddler will not understand what it means to be adopted, others do, and from the beginning you will find yourself talking about your child’s adoption with relatives, friends, other children in the family, and strangers. Being ready for these encounters will give you the confidence you need to discuss sensitive and personal matters with people both outside the family and within.

Parents who adopt children of a different racial or ethnic background tell me they frequently find themselves answering questions they feel unprepared for about adoption and their families because they are so obviously different from other families. I remember how shocked my husband was when he took our daughter for a walk shortly after her arrival and encountered a man who stared intently at the two of them before asking, with a wave of his hand toward our daughter, “Is your wife one of those?” (We’ve always been sorry he didn’t reply, “A baby? No, my wife isn’t a baby.”)

Your child’s early years are a good time to examine what it means to be a minority family and to begin introducing aspects of other cultures into your family life.

Starting early

I’m often asked by parents when they should tell a child he’s adopted. Being adopted is part of the child’s identity and part of the family’s history. As such, adoption should be discussed matter-of-factly whenever appropriate.

Imagine how silly it would be to ask: “When should I tell my child he’s a boy?” We start from the very first moment with our child to send him messages about his gender. We might say, “Where’s my little boy?” or “What a handsome little boy!” The infant or toddler doesn’t understand the difference between girls and boys, but that doesn’t stop us from letting him know that he is a boy. Gradually, he learns that there are physical differences between boys and girls, and eventually (and sometimes to our dismay) that society has different expectations for boys and for girls. But even those who believe in nonsexist childrearing wouldn’t dream of avoiding any mention of their child’s gender, only to reveal to him on the eve of the first day of kindergarten that some children are boys and some are girls and that he is a boy.

The same is true of a child who is adopted. There are natural ways to talk about how a child joined a family that can and should be used even when the child is an infant and cannot understand what adoption means.

Besides providing your child with a general awareness of having been adopted, early discussions of adoption have two main purposes. The first is to create a feeling within the family that adoption is a topic for conversation. Infants and toddlers may not be able to understand what it means to be adopted, but they do understand whether mom and dad are comfortable talking about it.

The second purpose is to give parents a chance to practice talking about a topic that involves sensitive and sometimes painful issues. In the beginning it is common to have difficulty discussing some aspects of adoption. That’s why it makes more sense to do so first with an infant, who is unlikely to be paying much attention, than with an older child. Furthermore, a one-year-old is going to be very accepting of whatever his parents say; a baby is not going to ask any tough questions or have a strong emotional reaction to the facts of his adoption. Those of us fortunate enough to have these early practice years can develop confidence in our ability to handle the subject. We’ll need that confidence later on when the child does respond to talks about adoption with difficult questions and intense emotions.

Controversy over early discussion of adoption

Most of the parents I talk to intend to tell their children early that they are adopted. But not everyone agrees that it’s wise to tell an infant or toddler that he is adopted. Because most children will not be able to comprehend what it really means to be adopted until about the age of five, some psychologists recommend waiting until then to tell children they are adopted. These psychologists are concerned that because the child doesn’t know what being adopted means, he will see it as something that makes him different from other children and develop a negative self-image as a result.

I don’t think that’s a serious risk if parents are careful to talk about adoption as a way of joining a family rather than as a description of a person.

If adoption isn’t discussed early in the child’s life by his parents, not only is it likely that the child will be told or allowed to believe a lie, he may be told the truth by someone outside the family. Children should first hear about being adopted in a loving way from their parents.

And, of course, if this opportunity is missed, there’s the risk that parents might find it easier to perpetuate the early deception and put off telling the child of his adoption indefinitely. (This possibility is explored further in Chapter 8.)

Finding natural opportunities

In looking for natural opportunities to talk about adoption with an infant we should pay attention to the times when we feel warm and loving about having the child. For example, when rocking a baby to sleep we might tell him the story of how he joined our family. Or when looking through a family photo album, we could point to a picture and say, “That’s the day you came home from your foster family.” When going through a box of mementos, we could say, “Here’s the teddy bear your birthmother gave you when she said good-bye to you.”

It may seem difficult at first to find natural opportunities to talk to an infant or toddler about his adoption through donor insemination or in vitro fertilization with a donor egg or embryo because he was born to the parents who are raising him. But there are occasions in which mentioning the child’s birth story would be logical. For example, when driving past the fertility clinic, a parent might say, “That’s where the doctor works who found a birthfather to help us make a baby.”

In each of these instances, we are telling our child a crucial fact about being adopted: “There are other people who played significant roles in your life.” Photographs in an album and special keepsakes are ways of showing the child that these people and the time he may have spent with them are important. And he’s learning these facts in an atmosphere of love and caring.

Sometimes, in a well-meant effort to accustom a child to thinking of himself as adopted so he “always knows,” a parent may say, “Where’s my little adopted girl?” or “What a handsome little adopted boy!” But while it is natural to say to your child
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Activity: Making an adoption story book
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