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Explaining Adoption to Your Child

National Adoption Information Clearinghouse

Should | Tell Mv Child He' s Adopted?

What Should | Tell Mv Child About the Birthparents?

What Should | Tell My Child About Why He Was Adopted?
Specia Situations

Good and Bad Times To Talk With Your Child

Dealing with Fedlings of Sadness

Helping Your Child Deal with Negative Attitudes from Others

“1 haven't told Amy she was adopted and she’s going to start kindergarten soon! Isit too late? How can | tell her
without upsetting her?’ This was one distressed and panicky mother's dilemma. Many adoptive parents are
concerned about when and how to talk about adoption with their children. In fact, one survey of adoptive parents
showed that 82 percent wanted information on how to explain adoption to their children. Considering the many
parents who attend workshops on this topic at adoption conferences, thisis not surprising.

What This Factsheet Covers

Talking about adoption with your child isavery important issue, and we cannot cover everything there is to know
in this factsheet. What we can do is provide you with some basic guidelines about when to tell your child about
adoption, how to talk to your child, and what you should and shouldn’t say.

This factsheet will also discuss your feelings about adoption and why it isimportant to address them. Children
pick up on not only what you say but also on how you act and the emotions you display.
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Finally, we will discuss helping your child deal with the attitudes of others, because the sad fact
isthat many peoplein our society are biased against adoption and adopted children.

Should I Tell My Child He's Adopted?

In the past, experts urged parents never to tell their children they were adopted and to maintain the fiction that the child was born
into the family. There are several major problems with this advice.

Many experts believe that it’s unfair to the child not to tell him or her about such an important issue. Not telling also forces
loving parents to lie to their children--for example, when a 3- year-old asks his adoptive mother, “Did | grow in your tummy?’ In
addition, other people such as relatives and friends will know about the adoption and may accidentally or intentionally tell the
child about it. Or the child could discover the information on his own by finding an adoption decree or other revealing document.
The child could be quite upset about this and may wonder what else you have lied about.

How Do | Get Started?

Asin talking with your child about sex, religion, and other complex topics, many experts suggest you introduce the information
little by little, in abuilding block fashion. This allows your child to absorb the information gradually over the years, as he or she
becomes better able to understand difficult concepts.

When your child is young, questions can be answered very simply. If he asks where he came from, he may mean “ Chicago,
Illinois,” not his birthmother’s womb. Try to understand what it isthe child is seeking. If the child wants more information, it will
be requested. Sometimes adoptive parents rush in with a confusing load of information that the child isn’t ready for.

Make it an Ongoing Process

Talking with your child about adoption shouldn’t be a one time thing. Children often need to have information repeated to them
more than once before they can grasp it. Some experts, such as psychologist David Brodzinsky, believe that thisis caused by the
way children’s thinking abilities devel op as they get older. According to Brodzinsky, parents should not become anxious or
confused if their children don't fully grasp their explanations the first time. So don’t worry if you explain adoption to your 4-
year-old child and then have to explain it all again when the child reaches 7 or 8. It doesn’t mean your explanations were
inadequate or wrong. It may just be that your child wasn't ready to grasp such a complex concept as adoption.

Although you shouldn’t expect to tell your child about adoption when sheis 3 and never mention it again, it need not be aweekly
or even amonthly subject. Y ou know your child best, so use your own judgment about when and how to talk about adoption,
despite what the experts say. And remember that each child will learn the information at his own pace.
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What If My Child Gets Upset?

It isimportant to accept that you can't protect your child from all pain--no matter how much every parent would like
to. Just as you can’t stop Ryan or Lakeisha from getting scraped knees, neither can you shield them from some
feelings of pain, loss, and confusion upon discovering that he or she was adopted. However, sharing the information
in a positive and caring way can help minimize the hurt.

Show your child that you are willing to answer questions and admit it when you do not know the answers. Just letting
your child know that it is okay to talk about adoption will also help a great deal. Studies strongly suggest that the
more willing the parent is to answer adoption- related questions, the better the environment is for the child.

What If | Say the Wrong Thing?

Many adoptive parents feel anxious about talking with their children about adoption. They worry that they will say
the wrong thing or not have all the answers. They may clutch up every time someone brings up the subject of
adoption. Experts say adoptive parents worry about these things partly because they think they should be perfect
parents.

Being an adoptive parent means that you probably went through alot more scrutiny than most biological parents,
such as a home study or adoption study. Y ou probably also wanted a child very intensely, and you may have waited
for yearsfor your child. Asaresult, you may feel that you must do everything just right and be the best parent on the
block. In addition, some adoptive parents suffer from feelings of guilt because they feel they have kidnapped the
child from the birthparents and deprived them of rearing this wonderful child. This leads them to think that they have
to be super-parents to prove their worthiness.

Assuming that you adopted your child lawfully, thereis no reason to feel guilty. Perfectionism is burdensome and
self-defeating. Try to accept imperfection in yourself, and you won't burden yourself (and perhaps your child) with
unrealistic expectations. No parent is perfect, and your best should be good enough.

This also applies when you talk to your child about adoption. No one has all the answers, and there are no perfect
responses. Some of your child’s questions may pull on your heartstrings and really disturb you. Thisresponseis
normal and should be expected. Remember, if you believe you have made a mistake in explaining adoption to your
child, in amost al casesit can be corrected.

At What Age Should | Begin?

Experts differ markedly on when a child should be told about adoption, although most agree that it should be prior to
adolescence. Some experts recommend waiting until the child is between 8 and 11 years old and can understand such
a complex subject. Others believe that children should be told as young as age 3 or 4.
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Infants

Experts disagree quite strongly about whether adoptive parents should use the words “ adoption” or “adopted” around
infants. Some experts believe that repeating, “Ah, you are my beautiful adopted baby” to your baby while rocking
her to sleep is affirming and can help you get used to saying the word “adoption” in awarm and positive way.

Other experts believe that such statements could harm your feelings of entitlement as a parent. In his book Healing
the Hurt Child, psychiatrist Denis Donovan says that “ Babies have no need to ‘know’ about adoption. They need
love, care, nurturance, safety, and challenge.” In any case, the main advantage, if any, is probably to the adoptive
parent rather than to the child.

Preschoolers

Experts disagree about whether to explain adoption to preschoolers. Psychiatrist Herbert Weider feels very strongly
that telling your child he's adopted too early can cause permanent emotional damage. Says Welder, “My clinical data
unequivocally demonstrate the traumatic effect of the early communication and its participation in anxiety,
confusion, and regression.”.. “the needs and development of a child of 2 or 3 years are not well served by revelation
of his adoptive status. Rather than ‘forgetting’ the story, my patients continued to be obsessed with the theme.”
According to Anne Braff, “Modern, educated adoptive parents are so eager to be right, so determined to make no
mistakes. Driven by a compulsion for truth, they rush to tell their child the secret of their anguish and joy. Inevitably,
they are too truthful, too joyful, and too soon.”

Other experts disagree. According to David Brodzinsky, “In the preschool years, when most adoptive couples begin
to disclose adoption information to their children, there is little evidence

of any immediate, adverse reaction to the information. In fact, young adopted children often have a very positive
view of adoption.. First they generally are told about being adopted in the context of awarm, loving, and protective
family environment. Thus, the emotional climate surrounding the telling process is one which fosters acceptance and
positive self-regard.”

Brodzinsky finds that the main problem with early explanationsis that they often don't stick because the concept of
adoption istoo complex for asmall child to grasp. Most experts agree that preschoolers won't be able to understand
the concept of adoption, even when explained at avery basic level. The problem with thisisthat it can cause the
parents to mistakenly believe that their child will need no further explanations and will continue to view adoption
positively throughout his or her life. In fact, a team of British therapists speculated that “ It seems almost as though
there isawish that the child' s early incomprehension should anaesthetize him against the element of pain that is part
of the information, and that this anesthesia should persist and spare him pain when he does comprehend. We would
argue that some pain isinseparable from comprehending that one is adopted.”
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One problem with delaying the adoption explanation until a child is around 8 years old is that young children often
know the basic facts of life well before then. Children as young as 2 or 3 notice pregnhant women and ask questions.
A child may ask whether he grew in his adoptive mother’ s tummy. Many adoptive parents simply tell the child that
Mommy did not give birth to him—that another woman, the birthmother, gave birth to him, and then he was adopted.
Other parents avoid the issue by lying to the child, which can backfire on them later on. Probably the worst thing you
can do isignore the question altogether. Small children have extremely vivid imaginations and may dream up an
explanation much more outrageous than the actual situation. Children need to know that all children are born, but not
al children are adopted.

If you decide to explain adoption to your preschooler, simple explanations are the best. Do not burden your child
with the reasons why the birthparents chose adoption, or your agonizing soul-searching about whether to adopt a
child. Remember that preschool children think in very simple, concrete terms and tend to take everything quite
literally. The main idea you should try to convey to your child isthat he or she was very much wanted by your
family. Try to describe how you felt when you first learned about your child. What were you doing when the social
worker called to tell you to come and pick up your child? Were you so excited that you ran out in your bathrobe?
Simple facts like these, with a positive emotional overtone, are what your child needs to hear.

Pre-Teens

Between the ages of 8 and 11, most adopted children will start to ask questions about adoption. They may ask, “Who
arranged the adoption? How was it arranged? What does my birth certificate look like?" It is a good ideato show
children their birth certificate (that is, the one you have; probably the original birth certificate is sealed), and to share
much of the information you have, depending on individual circumstances.

Y our child may have seen single parents on television, and some of his friends may live with only one parent, so the
idea of awoman placing a child for adoption simply because she is unmarried may not make much sense to him.
Children at this age are likely to be very judgmental and see issues in terms of good and bad--thereis no middle
ground for them. Still, they can begin to understand that sometimes children need to be adopted and that adoption is
agood way to form families.

It isagood ideato bring up the subject of adoption periodically at appropriate moments. For example, if arelative
becomes pregnant, a child may start to think and wonder about her own birth. Or on your child’s birthday, she may
be alittle sad and reflective and may wonder about her birthmother. Social worker and adopted adult Carol Demuth
saysthat birthdays are”. anatura day to ‘connect’ with the birthmother psychologically. As the adopted person
reflects on his own birth, he will wonder if his birthmother is thinking of him too.” Rather than asking the child
directly, “ Are you thinking about your birthmother?’, you might state, “I’ m very proud of you. And you know what?
I think your birthmother would be proud of you, too.” Thiswill give your child an opening for bringing the subject

up.
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Do understand, however, that sometimes the child will not want to talk about adoption. In this
case you should back off. Aslong as the child knows you are open to questions and discussions, then he or she will
ask questions when the need arises.

Adolescents

Because of their developing sexuality, questions about their identity, and attempts to break away
and become adults, adolescents are particularly likely to have questions about adoption. They are
able to understand adoption more fully than younger children, yet they do not have the maturity of adulthood.

Adolescents can begin to understand some of the reasons why birthparents are sometimes unable

to parent a child, such as being too young, lack of family acceptance, or financial problems. Y our adolescent may be
ready to hear all or most of the information you have on the birthparents and their reasons for choosing adoption.
Remember, however, that many adolescents have fragile egos, and some negative information might better be
revealed when the teenager is older and more mature—for example, if the child was the result of arape or if the
birthparents had severe problems with alcohol or drug abuse.

What Should I Tell My Child About the Birthparents?

It isimportant for you to sort out your own feelings about the birthparents before you talk to your child. Be assured
that no matter what you say about the birthparents, the child will pick up on your real feelings. According to expert
Beverly McKay Zimmerman, adoptive parents. may feel threatened, jeal ous, grateful to, disapproving of, or superior
to this unknown couple.” Do you think you know why the birthparents chose adoption? Can you imagine yourself in
the same situation? Zimmerman says it is crucial to examine these kinds of feelings and accept them.

It is best not to depict the birthparents as bad people. If the birthparents are perceived as bad, the child will conclude
that maybe she is bad too. Even if the birthparents were highly abusive, it is better (and still true) to simply say that
they were not able to handle being parents.

The overall goal in describing birthparents should be to present them as real people. While adopted children may
fantasize that their birthparents are either wonderful and exciting people, or that they are drug addicts or criminals, the
reality isthat most birthparents are regular, normal people. They could not parent the child and so they chose
adoption. Whether they were abusive, drug-dependent, poor, too young, or whatever—the bottom line is that they
could not parent the child.

If the child wonders what a birthparent looked like and you know, tell the child. Y ou may have a photograph of the
birthparent which you can show the preteen child. If the child has questions and you are not sure of the answers, you
may be able to obtain additional information from the child placing agency. Many agencies now offer post placement
services for families.
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If the child expresses worry over the birthmother, speculating that she is dead, reassure your child that the birthmother is
probably healthy and safe. It is also important to reassure your child that the birthmother will not attempt to reclaim the child—
another common fear of adopted children.

The child may express anger at his birthparents. One 10-year-old child told his adoptive mother that he was very angry at his
birthparents for neglecting him and his siblings, who were later all adopted together. She replied that his birthparents were just
not able to be parents and had never learned how. The child said that in that case, he was mad at his grandparents. The mother
replied that perhaps his grandparents had not learned either. The child thought and thought and then he said “Okay, then. If there
was anybody who KNEW and still didn’t teach the others, then that is the person | am mad at.” Apparently this explanation
satisfied the child and his anger lessened.

What Should | Tell My Child About Why He Was Adopted?

“Your Birthmother Loved You But...”

Some socia workers and some children’ s books encourage adoptive parentsto tell their children that they were placed for
adoption because the birthmother loved the child greatly, even when the child was severely abused. Experts strongly disagree.

Dr. Denis Donovan argues that many of his clients are in therapy because of such statements. “The ‘two mother dilemma’ and the
exculpatory ‘she really loved you but. .explanation of the circumstances of relinquishment place atotally irrational cognitive
burden on the immature and devel oping mind. Through these ‘ explanations,” love comes to be equated with abandonment very
early in the child’ slife, thus creating potentially serious blocks to attachment and a sense of unreality and in genuineness.”

Donovan also argues that telling the child the birthmother chose adoption because she loved him can cause the child to come to
the conclusion that ” ... there must have been something wrong with the child—since what reasonable adult would have given
away a perfectly good baby!”

Another problem with this explanation is that you love the child too. Does this mean you might place the child for adoption some
day? The child may also fedl that he must be extra good to merit the sacrifice made by the birthmother—a sacrifice in which he
had no decision making power.

The birthmother may have been awonderful and caring person, but the bottom line was that she could not parent the child. She
may have loved the child, but that was not her primary reason for placing the child. Her primary reason was whatever prevented
her from being able to rear the child.
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“The Birthparents were Poor” .

Sometimes adoptive parents are advised to tell their children that they were adopted because their parents were poor, or that they
were abandoned at an orphanage. Although it may be true that the birthparents were poor, it is best not to emphasize their
socioeconomic status. (In fact, in the United States most birthparents come from middle- class families.)

The poverty explanation may cause all sorts of negative feelingsin the child. If they were poor, why didn’t someone help them?
The child islikely to feel sorry for the birthparents and feel guilty about being adopted. Thisis particularly true in the case of
international adoptions. Children adopted from other countries because of conditions of poverty may begin to feel akind of
survivor guilt as they grow into adolescence. They may wonder why they were adopted while the other kids in the orphanage had
to remain.

Poverty and abandonment explanations seldom give the whole picture and may be unfair to the birthparents. In some foreign
countries, birth control may be hard to come by, and single parenthood may be frowned upon by the culture. Thus, social
disapproval could have been amajor factor in the adoption decision. Abandoning the child at an orphanage may have been the
only way the birthmother knew (or the only legal way) to cause the child to be adopted.

Another praoblem with the “ birthparents were poor” explanation isthat if you should suffer afinancial loss, get laid off from your
job, or even unthinkingly complain about not having enough money, your child might conclude that he will be placed for
adoption again. After all, you told the child that poverty was an acceptable reason for placing a child for adoption. Thisisan
unspoken and unnecessary fear for your child to suffer. If you must emphasize poverty as the reason for your child being placed
for adoption, you should at least be certain to tell your child that financial problems would never cause you to consider adoption.

In summary, it isall right to agree with the child, if she bringsit up, that poverty may have been a problem for the birthparents,
but it is generally not agood ideato say that poverty was the only reason for the adoption.

Other Do’'sand Don’ts

It isimportant to convey to the child that the circumstances leading to the adoption were not the child’ s fault. Magical thinking is
common in young children, who often believe that when a parent dies or divorces, they made it happen by bad thoughts or deeds.
Consequently, they are stricken with horror at what they have caused.

In one case cited by a psychiatrist, a child was totally convinced that he was placed for adoption because he was bad until a
therapist literally backed him into a corner and forced him to hold an infant. The therapist asked the child how a baby like this
could possibly be bad, and the child suddenly realized that it could not, and that he couldn’t have been bad either.

Children also sometimes believe they were placed for adoption because they were not good enough to be kept. If the child was
adopted as an infant, emphasize the fact that birthparents often choose adoption long before the child is even born. Thiswill show
the child that it could
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not possibly be his fault that he was adopted, and that it had nothing to do with his appearance, behavior, or any other
characteristic.

If the child was adopted as an older child, the emphasisis more likely to be on the fact that the parent was unable to
be a parent because of various problemsin the parent’ s life. Stress the fact that these problems were unrelated to the
child but made the parent incapable of being a good parent to any child at that time.

Avoid depicting your family as saviors of the child, even if that might be society’ s view. This places too much of a
burden on the child. If others heap accolades on you for adopting, especially in the child’s presence, explain politely
that the entire family gained from the adoption, and the child was very much wanted.

Telling your child that heis“special” or “chosen” can also be problematic. In most cases the child was not
specifically chosen. Also, being specia could be burdensome for the child, who may worry whether he or she can live
up to thislabel. Instead, tell your child your family was formed by adoption, which conveys the special ness idea.

If you are religious, you may want to say that God sent the child to you, and that God sends some children
biologically and others through adoption. Many adoptive parents strongly believe in the truth of this statement.

Special Situations

When Your Child Isof a Different Racial/Ethnic Heritage Than You

If you have adopted a child from another country or of a different racial or ethnic background, the child may have many
questions, typically from the preschool years on. Why is her skin brown and yours a tan color? How come you have
straight hair and hersis curly? As aresult, you will need to explain that there are many different kinds of people, some
with curly hair, some with straight, and some with brown skin and some with beige skin. Let her know that all colors and
textures are attractive. Explain that skin and hair colors come from the birthparents and that sometimes children grow up
with the parents they were born to and sometimes children grow up with parents who adopt them.

The child’sracial heritage usually won’t cause problems until she begins school. Teachers and parents may be very
surprised to see a parent who does not resembl e the child. There may be cruel remarks and tears. Y ou should be prepared
to aways strongly support your child in the face of a sometimes-uncaring world.

When Your Child Was Adopted asan Older Child

In this case, your child may have experienced many foster care placements as well as a chaotic life with his biological
parents before he finally came to your family. He knows his name and the
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name of his parents, but he will probably still be confused and angry about the situation.
Children who were abused by their birthparents may still long for their love and may believe that love was withheld
or distorted due to some fault of their own.

It isimportant to discuss adoption with your older child. It can also be very helpful for him or her to meet other

adopted children at socia functions of adoptive parent groups.

Open Adoptions

In open adoptions, the identities of the birthparents and adoptive parents are known to each other, and there may be
some type of ongoing contact. Thus, the child not only knows he was adopted, but may even speak to the birthparents
on aregular basis.

At first thought, it may seem unnecessary to explain adoption to a child under these circumstances. However,
adoptive parents must still explain to the child why he was adopted. Just remember to keep in mind your child's
emotional maturity and not give him more information than he is able to deal with.

According to Judith Schaffer and Christina Lindstrom, authors of How to Raise an Adopted Child, often the
birthmother in an open adoption has a relationship with the child similar to an aunt or friend of the family and the
adopted child generally calls the birthmother by her first name. When the child is older, he or she may refer to the
birthmother as “the woman who gave birth to me.”

Sharon Kaplan and Mazy Jo Rillera, who are strong supporters of thistype of “cooperative adoption,” state that the
child experiencing this dynamic may need assistance in integrating information. They also point out that “it will be
important as (s)he grows that there is a clear understanding of who is the parent in charge.”

For more information on this topic, refer to the National Adoption Information Clearinghouse factsheet on “Open

Adoption.”

Infertility

If you chose to adopt a child because you or your spouse isinfertile, thisinformation can be shared with your child at
any age, tailored to what the child can understand. Y ou may wish to skip over thisfact or brush aside that it was
painful for you to face infertility, because you do not want your child to feel second-best. Don’'t worry! When you
were seeking a biological child, you had no ideathat some day you would be blessed with your adopted child. This
concept can be conveyed in words, gestures, and by your overall attitude.

Be sure to explain that once you realized you could not have a child biologically, your strong desire to be a parent
remained and you realized that through adoption, your family could be made complete. And so you learned about
adoption and ultimately succeeded by having the right child placed with you: the child you adopted.
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Good and Bad Times To Talk With Your Child

Experts say that parents should do their best to answer a child’s questions about adoption when they are asked. This
is not always possible. If you arein the middle of atask requiring complete concentration, assure the child you will
talk to him or her later, then do not forget to follow up.

The best times are calm moments (yes, they do occur!) when you are not distracted by other things. If your homeis
too busy, you could take the child to the park or on alow-key outing.

When you are looking at family albums or videos, it may also be a good time to discuss adoption. It is aways
important to remember, however, that you should observe the body language of your child. If it isvery clear from
what your child says and how he acts that he does not wish to talk about the issue, then drop it. Occasionally some
well-meaning parents bring up the subject of adoption too much, and this annoys the child.

Looking at photograph albums or making a lifebook with your child can provide more opportunities to talk about
adoption and elicit and respond to questions. A lifebook is a special kind of scrapbook that documents all the placesa
child has lived and the people that have been important to him, up to and including the adoptive family. A listing of
books, including some about how to make alifebook, isincluded at the end of this factsheet.

Adoptive parent groups can provide an opportunity for the child to meet and mingle with other adopted children and
learn that he or sheis not the only adopted child in the world. Being told that is one thing; seeing it is another.

Another way to provide information on adoption is to offer books to your child. When the child is young, picture
books such as Susan and Gordon Adopt a Baby, Why Was | Adopted? and many others may be read to them. When
they are older, there are other more advanced children’ s books which can be read to them or which the child may
read to him or herself.

One of the best waysto convey positive yet redlistic attitudes about adoption is to talk to your child about adoptionin
general. Use natural opportunities. For instance, if you hear about an upcoming television show with a favorable
adoption theme, try to watch it together and talk about it afterwards. Y our child will often hear you talk to other
people about adoption. If you sound positive, your child will pick up on this attitude. If you become easily offended
or angry, your child will sense that adoption can be problematic.

If a happy medium can be achieved, with the child knowing about the adoption, understanding that it is an important
part of her life, and knowing she can ask questions about it, but not believing it is the primary family topic that
underlies everything, then such a happy mediumis best.
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There are also bad times to talk about adoption. When your family isin a crisis because of

financial problems, family problems, health problems, or some other distressing situation, It is not agood timeto sit
down and talk to Ashley about how, when and why she was placed for adoption. If Ashley herself is demanding an
explanation then, tell her that you need time, whether it is hours or days, to compose yourself so that you can
concentrate on what she is asking you.

Never discuss adoption when you or your child are angry or upset. Y ou may be upset due to the problems mentioned
above. Or you may be very calm but your child may be distraught over a bad report card. Thisis not the time to bring
up adiscussion about her birthparents. If you bring up adoption while you' re discussing the report card, she may
believe that you think sheis not as bright as her adoptive family. Otherwise, why would you bring it up at this time?

The adoption explanation should never be used as an attack. One adopted adult remembers with great pain an
argument he had with his parents when he was 18. At the height of the argument, hisfather blurted out, “Well, you're
adopted!” The relationship was troubled for years thereafter. It would have been much better if his parents had told
him about his adoptive status in a quiet and calm moment. It still would have been a shock, but it probably wouldn’t
have caused a serious break in his relationship with his parents.

Dealing with Feelings of Sadness

Although experts disagree about whether or not a primal attachment to the birthmother exists (there is no scientific
proof of such an attachment), it istrue that there will be times when you and your child may feel sad about the
adoption.

Small children may feel sad upon learning that they were not actually born from their adoptive mother’s womb.
Some may express awish to climb back into the mother’ s womb and then be born from her. This comes from the
child’ slove for the adoptive mother. Y ou will not be sad that you adopted the child, but you may also wish the child
could have been born to you. Sharing this wish can be a very positive and bonding experience for both parent and
child.

The child may feel sadness because his biological parents are unknown, and he may wonder about why they really
chose adoption, despite what you tell him. Children often fantasize about birthparents, particularly when they arc
angry with their parents, or at certain ages such as adolescence. Virtually al children at some point in time wish they
had parents who were richer, more beautiful, and certainly less strict than their own parents. Adopted children are
further burdened by knowing that they do have another set of parents, the birthparents.

While sad feelings may be difficult to confront, they are not going to be present all day, every day. They can be dealt
with, and then both you and your child can get on with the business of life. They may resurface many times, but they
need not prevent a happy, fulfilling family life together.
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Helping Your Child Deal With Negative Attitudes from Others

Nearly all adoptive parents will have to deal with situations when others use negative or insulting terminology, such
as“Your Mom gave you away.” The helplessness and rage many parents feel when they hear people say these things
can be difficult to handle. A normally peaceful person may become quite angry and aggressive in this scenario.

Children will learn, whether you tell them or not, the sad truth that society in general does not view adoption very
favorably. Y our child will hear upsetting remarks and negative comments about adoption on the TV, from other
children, from adults, and perhaps even from teachers. In your own home, hopefully you will use positive adoption
language and talk about “birthparents’ instead of “real parents,” and “chose adoption” instead of “gave up” or “gave
away.” But unfortunately these negative terms are used by the public and they do hurt. Helping your child to realize
that not everyone understands adoption isimportant and will help him deal with the negativity that (sadly) heislikely
to encounter throughout life.

If someone tells your child he was “ given away,” you need to explain that children cannot be given away. What
actually happened was his birthparents chose adoption because they were not able to be parents, and the adoption was
approved by a social worker and ajudge. The complexity of thisfact may be difficult to convey. What you need to
stressis that your child was not discarded because he was of no value. Place the responsibility for the adoption where
it truly lies. It was a decision made by the birthparents or the State authorities, and by you, the adopting parent.

Sometimes people will ask intrusive and hurtful questions in front of your child, such as* Do you know anything
about her real mother?’ Even 2-year-olds can sense a negative message. Simply state that you are the parent. If you
want to say more, keep it simple. Alwaystry to include the child in the conversation if it is about her so she doesn’t
feel like an object being discussed. And don't feel compelled to answer questions merely out of politeness. Deflect
intrusive questions by saying, “Why would you want to know that?’ or “Why would you ask such a personal
question?”’

Author Lois Melina stresses that “information about children’s birth families and their preadoption histories should
never be shared with those outside the family, unlessit is needed by a professional caring for a child. Parents who
provide that information without discretion are violating their children’s privacy, regardless of whether the
information is positive or negative.”

Conclusion

This factsheet has offered some basic advice and information for adoptive parents on explaining adoption to your
child. Adoptive parents should take into account how they feel about adoption, how their child feels, and the child's
emotional maturity. In other words, read the advice of experts and then make your own educated decision about
when and how to explain adoption to your child.
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Studies indicate that the best attitude is a willingness to answer questions and approachability on

the part of adoptive parents. In spite of your best efforts to handle this situation, sometimes your child will be sad or angry about
being adopted. This does not mean you have failed. Some negative feelings are normal and can usually be worked through.
Remember that most adopted children grow up to be well-adjusted adopted adults. This factsheet: was written in 1993 by
Christine Adamec for the National Adoption Information Clearinghouse. Ms. Adamec is an adoptive parent and well-
known writer on adoption whose works include The Encyclopedia of Adoption and There Are Babies to Adopt.

Resources

National Adoption Information Clearinghouse PO Box 1182
Washington, DC 20013.1182 mailto: naic@calib.com
http://www.calib.cOm/flaic/

Adoption.com

Booksfor Children Banish, Roslyn with Jennifer Jordan-Wong. A Forever Family. New Y ork:
Harper Collins Publishers, 1992. Bunin, Catherine and Sherry Bunin. Is That Your Sister? A
True Story of Adoption. Wayne, PA: Our Child Press, 1992. Freudberg, Judy and Tony Geiss.
Susan and Gordon Adopt a Baby. New Y ork: Random House, 1986. Girard, Linda Walvoord and
Linda Shute. We Adopted Y ou, Benjamin Koo. Niles, IL: Albert Whitman and Company, 1989.
Koch, Janice. Our Baby: A Birth and Adoption Story. Indianapolis, IN: Perspectives Press, 1985.
Koehier, Phoebe. The Day We Met You. New Y ork: Bradbury Press, 1990. Krementz, Jill. How
it Feelsto Be Adopted. New Y ork: Knopf, 1988. Powell, John Y. Whose Child Am I? Adults
Recollections of Being Adopted. New Y ork: Tiresias Press, 1985. Wickstrom, Lois. Oliver: A
Story AbOUt Adoption. Wayne, PA: Our Child Press, 1991.

Lifebooks American Foster Care Resources. My Life' sBook. King George, VA: American
Foster Care Resources, 1992. Caperna, Faye. “The Life Book: A Therapeutic Tool.” F.A.C.E.
Facts, vol. 14, no. 2 (Nov 1990): 25, 27. Harrison, JoAnn, Campbell, Elaine, and Penny
Chumbley. Making History: A Social Worker’s Guide to Lifebooks. Frankfort, KY: Kentucky
Cabinet for Human Resources, 1987. Johnson, Gail Zars and Valerie Martin Bailey. Baby Face:
The Baby Book Designed with the Adopted Child in Mind. San Antonio, TX: Baby Face, 1991.
Piantanida, Maria, Ph.D. and Sherry Anderson, M.S.W. Creating and Using Lifebooks: A Guide
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An Adoption Baby Book. Dallas, TX: Cygnet Designs, 1989.

Bibliography Adamec, Christine and William L. Pierce, Ph.D. The Encyclopedia of Adoption.
New York: Facts on File, Inc., 1991. Berger, Maia and Jill Hodges in collaboration with Carla
Elliott, Sarah Rabb, and Sarah Salo. “ Some Thoughts on the Question of When to Tell the Child
That He/She is Adopted.” Journal of Child Psychiatry, vol. 8, no. 1 (1982): 67-88. Bothun,



Page 15
Linda. When Friends Ask About Adoption. Chevy Chase, MD: Swan Publications, 1987. Braff,
Anne M. “Telling Children About Their Adoption: New Alternatives for Parents,” The American
Journal of Maternal Child Nursing (Jul/Aug 1977): 254-59. Brodzinsky, David M. “A Stress and
Coping Model of Adoption Adjustment,” in The Psychology of Adoption. New Y ork: Oxford
University Press, 1990. Brodzinsky, David M., Leslie M. Singer, and Anne M. Braff “Children’s
Understanding of Adoption,” Child Development, vol. 55 (1984): 869-78. Brodzinsky, David M.
“New Perspectives on Adoption Revelation,” Early Child Development & Care, vol. 18, no. 1.2
(1984): 105-18. Corner, James P., M.D. “Adoption and Identity,” Parents Magazine, vol. 67, no.
1 (Jan 1992): 116. Demuth, Carol L., CSW-ACP. “Talking with Y our Child About Adoption.”
Dallas, TX: Hope Cottage Adoption Center, undated. Demuth, Carol L., CSW-ACP. “Talking
with Your Child About Adoption,” videotape. Dallas, TX: Hope Cottage Adoption Center, 1991.
Donovan, DenisM., M.D. “Resolved: Children Should Be Told of Their Adoption Before They
Ask, Negative.” Debate Forum, Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent
Psychiatry, vol. 29, no. 5 (Sep 1990): 829-32. Donovan, Denis M. and Deborah Mcintyre.
Healing the Hurt Child: A Developmental-Contextual Approach. New Y ork: Norton, 1990.
Frank, Elaine, M.S.W. “Adoption and the Stages of Development.” National Adoption
Information Clearinghouse Factsheet. Rockville, MD: Cygnus Corporation, 1990. Hammons,
Chloe. “The Adoptive Family,” The American Journal of Nursing, vol. 76, no. 2 (Feb 1976):
251-57. Leckie, Dae H., M.SW., L.C.SW. “ Sharing the Adoption Story,” AdoptNet, vol.3, no.
2 (Mar/Apr 1991): 16-17, 22. Levy-Shiff, Rachel, Ilana Goldshmidt, and Dov Har-Even.
“Transition to Parenthood in Adoptive Families,” Developmental Psychology, val. 27, no. 1 (Jan
1991): 131-41. MaTero, Bernie, Ph.D. “The Positive Aspects of Adoption,” aso titled “How to
Tell Children They Are Adopted,” videotape. The Woodlands, TX: Los Nirios International
Adoption Center, 1988. Nickman, Steven L., M.D. “Losses in Adoption: The Need for
Dialogue,” The Psychoanalytic Study of the Child, vol.40(1985): 365-97. Maclntryre, James C.,
M.D. “Resolved: Children Should Be Told of Their Adoption Before They Ask, Affirmative.”
Debate Forum, Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, val. 29, no.
5 (Sep 1990): 828-29. McRoy, Ruth, U., Harold D. Grotevant, Susan Ayers Lope; and Ann
Furuta. “ Adoption Revelation and Communication Issues: Implications for Practice,” Familiesin
Society, val. 71, no.9 (Oct 1990): 550-57. Melina, Lois, “Children Under 5 Confused About
Adoption,” Adopted Child, vol.3, no.5, (May 1984): 1-2,4. Melina, Lois. “Even Well Adjusted
Parents Can Be Uneasy Disclosing Adoption,” Adopted Child, vol. 10, no. 1 (Jan 1991): 1-4.
Nadelson, Carol C., M.D. “The Emotional Aftermath of Adoption.” American Family Physician,
vol. 14, no. 3 (Sep 1976): 124-27. Rillera, Mary Jo and Kaplan, Sharon. Cooperative Adoption:
A Handbook. Westminster, CA: Triadoption Publications, 1985. Rondell, Florence and Ruth
Michael. The Adopted Family, Book |, You and Y our Child: A Guide for Adoptive Parents. New
Y ork: Crown Publishers, 1951. Schaffer, Judith and Christina Lindstrom. How to Raise an
Adopted Child. New Y ork: Copestone Press, 1989. Smith, Debra, A.C.SW. “Answersto
Children’ s Questions AbOUt Adoption,” National Adoption Information Clearinghouse Factsheet.
Rockville, MD: Cygnus Corporation, 1989. Smith, Jerome, Ph.D. and Franklin I. Miroff You're
Our Child: The Adoption Experience. Lanham, MD: Madison Books, 1987. Tizard, Barbara.
Adoption: A Second Chance. New Y ork: The Free Press, 1977. Walker, Lorraine Olszewski,
R.N. Ed.D. “A Survey of the Needs of Adoptive Parents,” Pediatric Nursing, vol.4 (Mar/Apr
1978): 28-31.



	Helping Your Child Deal With Negative Attitudes from Others

