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Agenda Day 3 
I. Welcome and Introductions

II. Culture and Identity

III. Parenting to Influence 
Resiliency

IV. Legal Issues in Adoption

V. Facing Fears Positively

VI. Conclusion

Learning Objectives 
1. Incorporate elements of a child’s cultural heritage into family practices and describe ways to help

children and youth embrace their cultural identity

2. Discuss the importance of becoming a supportive ally in parenting youth that identify as LGBTQ

3. Explain "Positive Parenting" as the framework for parenting adopted children

4. Identify landmarks in the history of child welfare/adoption law

5. Identify key roles on the child welfare and legal team

6. Identify the major steps in the legal process leading to adoption

7. Define "legal risk" and what it means for adoptive families

8. Recognize and manage common fears related to adoption

Questions that will be  Answered in the Training
1. Who are the children in care? What kinds of experiences may they have had that you need to

know as you prepare to adopt?

2. How does adoption impact the child, birth family, and adoptive family?

3. What should you consider and be ready to do to best parent them?
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5 Lessons Learned the Hard Way 

RJ Sangosti—The Denver Post/Getty Images Alexander 
Landau 

Alex Landau’s mother Patsy Hathaway believed that love 
was enough when it came to raising her black son—until her 
child was severely beaten by Denver police in a routine 
traffic stop (see story above). “Had I prepared Alex properly, 
he would have suffered less,” she says today. “I regret this. 
But he would not have become the leader that he is 
destined to be either.” Here, Hathaway shares what she 
wishes she’d known. 

1. “Preschoolers experience prejudice. So you teach younger
children the best you can [about racism], in simple language.
Lessons can become more elaborate as kids mature.”

2. “Children should deeply understand that racism is not
their fault; there’s nothing wrong with them. Try to explain

without vilifying others.” 

3. “Universalize it—white slavery in Greece, the Jewish experience, the struggle that Hispanics
face. It’s not just blacks who have suffered; it’s a problem of how people treat each other. You
don’t want children to feel that it’s just their race, or who they are.”

4. “Talk about the movement, the wonderful civil rights leaders and how they made a
difference. Introduce people your children can identify with and want to emulate.”

5. “When kids are older, parents need to get practical about how to handle potentially
dangerous situations like police stops. Make sure they know their rights and that they
understand the recommended way to handle themselves with the police. We want our kids to
live to become peaceful agents of change.”

Culture and Identity
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ADOPTION ADVOCATE NO. 42 
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TALKING TO YOUR CHILD ABOUT ADOPTION: RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PARENTS 

BY: NICOLE CALLAHAN 

DOWNLOAD PDF 

For many adoptive parents, it is easy to talk about their first meeting with their child, the first day 
they brought her home, or their early memories of her; these times are usually joyful to recall. But 
the questions that adopted children have do not end – and may not necessarily even begin – with the 
day their adoptive parents brought them home. 

Some children may have endless questions about their birthparents and birth families. Some will feel 
dissatisfied with the information provided, and long for more. Some will struggle with accepting and 
dealing with certain facts, especially as they grow older and learn more about their histories. And 
some may feel uncomfortable when questioned by others about adoption, and will need to be taught 
by their parents if – and how – to respond. 

Following are some suggestions for adoptive parents on how to discuss these and other issues with 
their children, and incorporate an open and ongoing discussion of adoption into their family life. 

Talk about adoption early and often, and don't wait for the 
child to bring it up every time. 
“Parents have to be proactive, intentional truth tellers,” says Jayne Schooler, an adoption advocate 
who has authored six books and numerous training curricula on adoption, including The Whole Life 
Adoption Book (coauthored with NCFA) and Telling the Truth to Your Adopted or Foster Child. “Tell 
your child about his adoption early on. Give him truthful answers from you, so he doesn’t find things 
out about his adoption from others, in ways you would rather he didn’t.” 

Chuck Johnson, president and CEO of NCFA and a former adoption agency director, agrees: “Always 
be ready to discuss adoption honestly. You have to start out from the beginning with a clear plan, lay 
the foundation by teaching children what adoption is, gradually share more age-appropriate 
information until the child reaches a full understanding, and continue the process throughout his life.” 

It’s important to keep in mind that adoption is not abnormal, nor should discussions about it be 
stressful for adoptive parents, says Dr. Kathleen L. Whitten, Ph.D., a developmental psychologist, 
lecturer in psychology at Georgia State University, and author of Labor of the Heart: A Parent’s Guide 
to the Decisions and Emotions in Adoption. “If parents have been well-prepared before adoption, they 
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should have no trouble with the fact that adoption is a wonderful way to build a family.  Parents who 
truly believe this will have no problems talking about adoption with anyone, especially their children.” 

In “Growing Up Adopted: Birth parent contact and developmental outcomes” (H.D. Grotevant and 
R.G. McRoy, 1998), a major study examining outcomes for adopted children with varying levels of 
openness, researchers found that, regardless of the level of openness, all children in the study 
expressed curiosity about their birth families, regardless of the amount of information they already 
had. Adoptive parents must realize that this is natural, and that a child’s curiosity about her 
birthparents or desire to talk about them does not mean that she loves her adoptive family any less. 

“Some parents may feel they are ‘off the hook’ if their child doesn’t bring up adoption very often,” 
says Schooler. “But that’s the wrong way to think about it. Parents should bring up adoption 
themselves, as the best way of letting their children know that they are always happy and able to talk 
about it.” 

One question Schooler always poses to adoptive parents is: “When was the last time you talked about 
adoption in your family?” If they can’t remember, she says, then it’s time for the parents to bring it 
up intentionally. The family could watch a movie or read a book related to adoption, and talk about it 
afterwards. If their child’s birthday is coming up, they could take the opportunity to talk about her 
birthparents. Parents could bring out old photo albums and retell the story of their child’s adoption – 
as much of her story as they know. 

According to Schooler, “Adopted children will ask the questions about adoption that they feel they 
have permission to ask. Parents have to think about how they communicate and what kind of 
environment they are establishing. Is their home the sort of place where their child can feel 
comfortable asking lots of questions about her adoption?” 

If children sense that their parents are uncomfortable discussing their birth families, or suspect their 
parents do not care about or do not want to answer their questions, it may make them feel guilty 
about or alone in their curiosity. Parents must respond to their child’s curiosity without fear, 
embarrassment, or insecurity. Their child must know that she can always come to them with questions, 
and they will do their best to answer and help her understand. 

“Always be open to conversation and help your child understand that being adopted is nothing to be 
ashamed of,” says Chuck Johnson. “It is a fact of a child’s life, one that must be discussed.” 

Allow the conversation about adoption to develop, change, 
and grow along with your child. 
Curiosity about their origins, birth families, and adoptions is universal among adopted children, though 
the intensity of this curiosity as well as the sorts of questions they have will vary and, for most, change 
over time. “Young children…are most interested in themselves, their own families, and their own story, 
not in an abstract idea about what adoption is,” says Dr. Whitten. “A mom might say, ‘Once upon a 
time, you were born in a beautiful country, Russia. Your birthmother was not able to take care of you, 
so she took you to an orphanage and asked them to find a forever family for you. They called us and 
asked us to be your family, so we flew to Moscow…’ and then add details about the trip, the first time 
you saw your child.  I’ve heard from other adoptive families that children around age two to four want 
to hear this story every night.” 

The same answers that satisfied a child when he was younger may not necessarily do so when he is 
a teenager or young adult. For these reasons, the ongoing adoption discussion should grow and 
change along with the child, evolving as he gains understanding and maturity. “One of the prevailing 
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questions that most adoptees ask is the ‘Why?’” says Jayne Schooler. “They want to know, ‘Why was 
I adopted? Why did this happen?’ As they grow and develop, they need their parents to add more 
content and context to the ‘why.’ As a child gets older, he’s going to want more details, and you 
should not hide things from him. But some of the harder information will need to be shared at the 
right time, when he is ready. Parents are the only ones who can discern whether their children are 
ready to hear and understand certain facts about their history.” 

Adoptive parents should not share all the information with their child from a young age, particularly if 
some of the information is troubling.  “While discussion about adoption has to begin on day one, I 
think that some parents, in their efforts to be diligent, can overwhelm their child with too much 
information, too early,” says Johnson. Adoptive parents should share what they know when they feel 
their child is ready for it. Schooler advises parents that, as a general guideline, they should tell their 
child his entire history – as much as they know – by the time he is 12 years old. “He probably knows 
more than you think he does, no matter what age he is,” she says. “You want to avoid accidental 
disclosure about his past from other people, other family members. Another way to avoid accidental 
disclosure of facts is to be very aware of who you share parts of your child’s history with – there are 
some things that are no one’s business outside of your immediate family.” 

For parents of children adopted at an older age from foster care or via intercountry adoption, who 
may remember their parents, members of their family, or previous caregivers, the adoption discussion 
can prove even more challenging. “Parents have to remember that their children will see these people 
through the eyes of their adoptive parents,” says Schooler. “You have to think about how you talk 
about your child’s birthparents. Be aware of and control your own emotional response, even if it’s 
difficult. Always demonstrate compassion for your child’s former parents and family. Remember that 
an adopted or foster child still loves her parents, and in some way still wants their blessing – she will 
have her own feelings of grief and loss to cope with; she should not have to deal with your anger or 
your negative reaction, too. Make sure she knows she can always ask any question of you, even if it’s 
something unpleasant or sad.” 

Adolescence often presents additional challenges in a parent/child relationship. For teenagers who 
were adopted, adolescence may also be a time when they experience greater uncertainty or emotions 
related to their adoptions. It is a time when harder facts about a child’s adoption and birth family can 
be talked about in greater detail, but parents should be prepared for the impact this could have on 
the child. 

“Adolescents become able to think adoption in broader, abstract terms. However, this is very variable, 
and not all 13-year-olds, for example, are ready to understand the complexities of poverty and family 
stress and – for some children, geopolitical realities – that lead to adoption,” says Dr. Whitten. 

While older children and adolescents can begin to understand some of the reasons – if known – why 
they were placed for adoption, Chuck Johnson warns against “blaming” relinquishment or 
abandonment on poverty alone. “Adoptive parents, too, can lose jobs or experience financial 
hardship,” he points out. “It is not money or resources alone that makes someone a child’s parent. 
What it boils down to is that the birthmother had her reasons for not believing that she could take 
care of her child, and she knew that someone else could. Adoption is the merging of love and law to 
make a family. Adoptive parents are committed to loving and caring for their children, no matter what 
happens.” 
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Find ways to discuss adoption with your child even if you 
lack certain information. 
As there are many different levels of openness in adoption, there is also great variety in the amount 
of information that may be known about the birthparents. In open adoptions, the adoptive family is 
in contact with the birthparent(s), who can assist in answering adoptees’ questions about their origins. 
Other adoptions are more closed, with less contact or no contact at all, and the birthparents may have 
chosen to disclose far less personal information to the adoptive family. In adoptions out of foster care, 
the child’s biological family is often known and remembered by him, and he might maintain contact 
with biological parents or other kin. In many intercountry adoptions, by contrast, far less may be 
known with certainty about a child’s birthparents or birth family, particularly in cases of child 
abandonment. 

Dr. Betsy Vonk, Ph.D., an adoptive mother and a professor of social work and director of the MSW 
program at the University of Georgia, says, “If less is known about the birthparents or how the 
adoption came about, parents can explain some of the reasons why birthparents place their children 
for adoption. They can tell their children that it is usually a very hard decision to make, but that they 
don't know exactly why their birthparents made that decision. This allows the child to express fantasies 
they might have about their early histories, and for parent and child to share their feelings about the 
‘not knowing.’ This kind of discussion can mature with the child's understanding.” 

Jayne Schooler recalls a conversation she had with a group of parents that had adopted children from 
China: “They told me, ‘We don’t know anything.’ I said, ‘You know more than you think. You know 
when you first thought about adoption, how you made that decision. You know when you first visited 
China and saw the orphanage and met your child’s caregivers. You know what you did when you first 
visited your child – the hotel where you brought her, the things you gave her, all the circumstances 
of when and where and how you ended up bringing her home.’" 

“It can be very painful to be unable to provide our children with their early life stories,” says Dr. Vonk, 
“but I don’t think it is fair to make one up for them. Instead, we can provide empathy and support for 
their feelings about the ambiguity.” 

For many children, says Dr. Whitten, the central question in their minds – and the one for which their 
parents might not have answers – is “Why didn’t my parents keep me?” She explains, “The underlying 
question behind this is, ‘What is wrong with me?’ Of course, the best answer is the true one, about 
the circumstances of your child’s adoption… [R]eassure your child that her adoption was because of 
a decision that had nothing to do with her as a person, and everything to do with her birthparents’ 
lives, concerns, abilities, etc.” 

If children know less about their birth families and express sadness about this, Dr. Whitten says it is 
important to empathize with them, and not try to talk them out of feeling the way they do. “You can 
share with them your own sadness, by saying something like ‘I’m sad that we don’t know more about 
your birthparents/don’t know why they made an adoption plan/can’t see them more often, too.’ You 
can also emphasize that the birthparents are probably sad, too – sad that they weren’t able to be 
parents when the child was born, and sad that they may not know what happened to the child or 
what the child’s life is like now.” 

At the same time, Dr. Whitten adds, parents should not simply assume that all adopted child are 
equally “scarred” by feelings of sadness or loss or grief.  “Sometimes this is overemphasized in 
adoption practice,” she says. 
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Make a real effort to educate yourselves and understand the 
context in which the adoption decision was made. 
It is important, says Chuck Johnson, for adoptive parents to help their child consider his adoption in 
the right context. “There’s a tendency, sometimes, to want to evaluate a decision as if it were being 
made today,” he notes, “but it is crucial to think about the time the decision was made and the unique 
people involved. There may have been stigmas of the time that do not exist to the same extent today. 
There were almost certainly enormous challenges facing the child’s birthparents. You always have to 
consider the personal attributes, the time, the sacrifices, and the unique situation of the person or 
people involved.” 

Research conducted by NCFA in recent years has shown that many birthmothers choose to make an 
adoption plan because they believe it is in the best interests of their children. For many birthparents, 
adoption is a choice reflecting a birthmother’s love and willingness to sacrifice on behalf of her child. 

“Adoptive parents have to try to help their adopted child think about that – the birthmother’s choice 
– and what a sensitive, difficult, and weighty decision was made, in many cases for the sake of the
child,” Johnson explains.

It is also necessary, Jayne Schooler adds, for adoptive parents to attempt to gain real understanding 
of the cultural circumstances involved in an intercountry adoption. This, too, might be information 
that their child will want to know. 

“Many birthmothers know that they cannot care for their children; they do not have the support or 
the resources. So some of them make a plan and take the children where they might be found and 
cared for,” she says. “Of course, adoptive parents can’t always know for certain what their child’s 
birthparents might have done – and if they don’t, they shouldn’t claim to know – but they should 
educate themselves, and try to imagine the difficult circumstances faced by so many birthparents 
when they have these discussions with their adopted children.” 

Talk with your child about how to respond to questions from 
others. 
“When children are older…many questions will come from their peers,” says Dr. Whitten.  “Parents 
can prepare their children by saying, ‘Not all kids are adopted, and kids at school might ask you about 
it.  You can decide if you want to tell them anything or not.’” She adds that parents should also be 
prepared for questions themselves. 

It is common for adopted children and their parents to receive questions from their peers, extended 
family members, teachers, friends’ parents, even total strangers. This can prove uncomfortable at 
times, even for those children who generally find it easy to talk about their adoptions. For children 
who are more shy, or those who are currently struggling with different aspects of their adoptions, it 
can be far more disconcerting. 

Adopted children, says Dr. Vonk, should be taught that the choice of when, where, and how to respond 
to questions about adoption is entirely theirs. No matter what sort of questions they receive, or who 
asks the questions, they should not feel that they must give a particular answer, or any answer at all. 
“One of the things I've found to be most helpful to children is for them to understand they are not 
obligated to answer every question that is asked of them, particularly if the person asking is a stranger, 
or is asking in a way that feels like teasing or hostility,” she says. 
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She says that it is important for parents to model responding to questions, so their children can see 
how they can choose to answer – or not answer. “We can show our children that sometimes we share 
a bit of information about our own experience, or about adoption in general; sometimes, we might 
invite the person to talk with us at another time when we are not with our children; and, at other 
times, we must become comfortable saying to a stranger in a store who asks an intrusive question 
that there are private matters that we don't talk about outside of our family,” she explains.  “Always, 
after an encounter with someone, especially if it’s an intrusive question, it's important for parents 
to talk with their children about their perspective of what happened, how they felt about it, and how 
they would like to handle something similar in the future.” 

Parents can help their children practice using role play, rehearsing various situations and conversations 
with them, so they are empowered to handle different questions that may be asked. Says Dr. Vonk, 
“This will help them learn that there are different times and places for different sorts of responses, 
and they have the power to choose what their response will be based on what feels right to them.” 

Conclusion 
Every child is unique, as is every adoption, and therefore every adopted child will approach his or her 
adoption in a different way. Most of the questions and issues that are unique to adopted children can 
eventually be resolved over time – just like most issues faced at various times throughout childhood 
and adolescence. Research shows that the majority of adopted people successfully work through their 
questions and feelings surrounding their adoptions – though some will need extra help in order to do 
so – and feel happy, safe, and loved in their adoptive families. 

Adoptive parents must consciously work to encourage and maintain an open and ongoing conversation 
about adoption with their children. It will not always be possible to answer every question a child may 
have about adoption, but through honesty, empathy, and self-awareness, parents can help their 
children to grow in their understanding of adoption, their histories, and their place in their birth and 
adoptive families. 

RETRIVED FROM: HTTPS://WWW.ADOPTIONCOUNCIL.ORG/PUBLICATIONS/2011/12/ADOPTION-
ADVOCATE-NO-42 

April 2021 10

https://www.adoptioncouncil.org/publications/2011/12/adoption-advocate-no-42
https://www.adoptioncouncil.org/publications/2011/12/adoption-advocate-no-42


Empowering Your Children to Share Their Adoption Stories 

H
elping your children to share their 
adoption story can have far-reaching 
benefits for your children, your 

family, and the community surrounding you. 
By helping your children share their story, 
you also help them to own their story.  

It’s natural to want to share your children’s 
adoption story with others, but as adoptees, 
their stories belong solely to them. As 
parents, you may feel as 
though the story belongs to 
you as much as your children, 
but in truth, these are two 
separate journeys: yours and 
your children’s. 

How it helps your  
children 
By allowing your children to 
tell their adoption story in 
their own way, you may  
find that your child may not 
feel comfortable sharing parts 
of his or her story, and that’s 
okay.  

You may also find some inaccuracies in your 
child’s story. It could be that your younger 
child doesn’t fully understand the process of 
adoption, or your older child feels embarrassed 
by certain events that occurred as part of the 
adoption process.  

Identifying inaccuracies will help you work 
with your child to overcome some of the  
reasons they may feel uncomfortable sharing 
certain parts of their story, while at the same 
time reassuring them that they only have to 
share what they feel comfortable sharing.  

How it helps your community 
When your children feel empowered to share 
their stories, they can help teachers, friends, 
neighbors and even strangers understand 
what adoption is and what it means. Being 
open about it helps them understand the 
world of adoption better and hopefully they 
learn some positive adoption language as 
well. 

Knowing when not to 
share 
While teaching your children 
that it’s good to share their 
adoption story, they should 
also know that it’s okay not 
to share, too.  

There may be times when 
they don’t feel comfortable 
answering the question that 
was asked of them or they 
simply don’t want to share at 
that particular time.  

In those cases, you can 
empower them to share a fact about 
adoption to the person  
asking them their story. You may want to 
teach your child some interesting facts about 
adoption that are easy to remember, so that 
they can easier deflect questions. 

For example, if your neighbor asks your son 
if he was placed for adoption because his 
mother was too poor to take care of him, he 
might tell the neighbor, “My birth country has 
an excellent adoption system, and it’s  
culturally acceptable for infants to be placed 
with foster families who work with many  
international families.” 

Continued on page 2 

You may feel as 
though the story  
belongs to you as 

much as your  
children, but in 

truth, these are two 
separate journeys: 

yours and  
your children’s. 
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Page 2 Empowering Your Children to Share Their Adoption Stories, continued 

How to help your  
children with their stories  
So how can you can help your children share 
their stories? Start by having them tell you 
their story and allow them to ask questions. 
Answer their questions and talk about 
emotions that come up about their story. Try 

to help them 
identify their 
feelings, and 
if the 
opportunity 
presents 
itself, open up 
the topic for 
discussion. 

You might 
say, “I can’t imagine what it feels like to 
know your birth parents struggled a lot, but 
it sounds like you feel sad for them and 
maybe a little angry at the world for there to 
be such hard times in life.” 

Have these initial talks in a private place and 
make sure they remain between you and 
your child, unless he or she gives you  
permission to share. Your child will likely be 
willing to ask more questions when it’s a  
private conversation. However, if you have 
other kids who were adopted, sometimes  
including them in adoption conversation is 
also helpful (while recognizing that each  
person’s story is different).  

There are many places and situations in 
which the topic of adoption may arise. Talk 
about what places are the most appropriate 
to discuss adoption. Some examples could 
be: 

 School. School assignments
sometimes involve students revealing
private
information regarding their family. Talk
with your child’s teachers ahead of time
and introduce them to adoption friendly
school assignments. If your child is
uncomfortable with revealing their

adoption story at school, then you will 
need to talk this through with your child 
ahead of time in order to address how 
these assignments will be handled by you 
and your child. 

 Community. If people have
questions about being adopted, have your
kids be ready with a response or
something that they’re willing to share.

 Religious organizations. Your
family’s church or other faith-based
organization often has forums or “temple
talks,” and maybe adoption is something
you and your kids could talk about.

 Family gatherings. W hen spending
time with  members of their extended
family, again, have your child be
prepared ahead of time with something
to say.

 Employers. W hen your  children
start working, they may wish to share
their story or some facts about adoption
with their employer or co-workers. Or, if
appropriate, they might even share their
story with your coworkers.

 Personal journal. Your children
can write in a journal as therapy for
themselves or to show others when they
feel comfortable.

These are just a few examples of ways your 
children may feel comfortable sharing their 
story or some facts about adoption. 

Most of all, teach your children how to share 
safely. Make sure your children know that 
when sharing information about their  
adoption with someone outside of their  
safety zone (family members, close friends, 
teachers, etc.), not to share too many  
personal details.  

They shouldn’t share their full name, where 
they currently live, or any other information 
that can identify them to a stranger or  
casual acquaintance who asks them a  
question in passing. 

Continued on page 3 
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Page 3 

Empowering your children to share their 
story with others, or to write it down for  
others to read, can be extremely rewarding 
for your children. Each child will have a  
different level of comfort in sharing his or 
her story and how much of it he or she might 
want to share. 

Your children will most likely change their 
story over time as they feel more or less  
comfortable sharing certain aspects. They 
also may adjust their story depending on who 
they are telling it to.  

When your children are sharing their  
adoption stories, they are educating others 
about adoption, they are owning the fact that 
they were adopted and they are proud to 
share their experiences with others. 

Empowering Your Children to Share Their Adoption Stories, continued 

Resources 

Call us at (800) 762-8063 to borrow the 
following resources from our lending  
library.  

Twenty Things Adopted Kids Wish 
Their Adoptive Parents Knew, by  
Sherrie Eldridge 

W.I.S.E. UP Curriculum, by the
Center for Adoption Support and Education

Examples of Adoption  and Foster 
Care Stories 

 https://www.fosterclub.com/article/real-
stories-foster-youth
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Missing Pieces: Talking to Your Child about Adoption 
when Information is Limited 

How much do you know about your child? 
Parents who adopted internationally, those 
who experienced a closed adoption, or whose 
child was relinquished through the Safe 
Haven law in Wisconsin may find that they 
know very little about their child’s medical, 
social, or birth family 
history. So, why is this 
important? Most children 
and youth who were 
adopted will someday ask 
to find out about their birth 
family members or will 
have questions about their 
pasts. This tip sheet looks 
at what you can do to 
support your children when 
you have little or no 
information about their 
birth family.  

Adoption, Loss, and Its Implications 
Adoption cannot happen without loss, and 
most adoptees experience some amount of 
grief over the loss of their relationships with 
birth family and culture. When information 
about the child’s birth family is lacking, 
those feelings of loss may be even more 
intense and might surface at various points 
in the child’s life. If the adoption was 
preceded by an abandonment, children may 
experience self-esteem issues as they try to 
understand how and why their birth parent 
would desert them. 

Adoption is a lifelong journey, and your 
child’s feelings and understanding about 
adoption will change as she goes through 
various developmental stages and life events. 
Preschool-aged children often view adoption 

in a positive light and may ask a lot of 
questions about the subject. By the time 
children who were adopted reach school age, 
most realize that, in order to be adopted, 
their birth parents had to make a difficult 
decision to make an adoption plan.  

The Teen Years and 
Beyond 
Adolescence can be a 
trying period for any 
young person, and 
adoption adds another 
layer of complexity. 
Identity becomes a big 
focus during the teen 
years. Part of a person’s 
identity includes where 
they came from and how 
that affects who they are. 
Adolescents who do not 

know much information about their past 
may struggle with questions like “who am I?” 
Those who joined their family through birth 
or through an open adoption, have some 
idea of what their birth family looks like, 
what they have in common with them, and/
or why their birth family made an adoption 
plan. Youth who know little about their past 
may struggle with the unknown. In general, 
most teens try to fit in with their peers and 
don’t like to stand out. Since most teenagers 
have information about their family history, 
a teen who was adopted can feel “different.” 

During the teen years, feelings of loss related 
to adoption may appear or intensify. As 
teens start exploring the dating world, they 
are likely to enter a relationship that ends 
abruptly after Continued on page 2

© 2015; 
Updated 2020 

6682 West Greenfield, Suite 310  
Milwaukee, WI 53214  

800-762-8063 
info@coalitionforcyf.org 

In partnership with: 

Culture and Identity

April 2021 14



Page 2 Missing Pieces, continued 

several days, weeks, or months, as most 
young courtships do. For the teen, this can 
feel like abandonment and cause them to 
feel that they are (again) unworthy of love. 
Adolescents who were abandoned as infants 
may also find it challenging to deal with the 
transition to adulthood, especially if it 
means moving away from their adoptive 
family for college or other endeavors. For 
some, this is a reenactment of an earlier loss 
of their birth family and, when that loss 
occurred, it lasted forever. Abandonment 
issues can resurface when you least expect 
them; some adoptees may re-experience loss 
issues when they become parents 
themselves. 

Lack of Medical History and 
Information 
Not having access to medical 
or genetic information can 
affect a child and her 
adoptive family in many 
ways. Adoptive mom 
Karianne Osowski admits 
that her daughter’s medical 
and genetic history are 
always in the back of her 
mind, because there is so 
much that is unknown. A 
doctor’s appointment may 
lead to questions about 
family history that cannot be 
answered, which may lead to 
sadness or embarrassment for the adoptee. 
Here are  some situations that may be 
triggers for some children who were 
adopted: 

 Medical exams—often occur at times of
change, such as before school starts,
when adoptees are often already
emotionally vulnerable

 Illness or medical crises—the adoptee
may wonder if having family medical
information could have prevented or
changed the outcome of the situation

 Medical related school assignments—
blood typing and other science-related
assignments that ask children to compare
a physical feature to that of their parents

Tips for Talking to Your Child 
Most adoptees will have questions about 
their birth family at some point during their 
childhood or adolescence. Having open and 
honest talks with your child about adoption 
might help reduce any feelings of shame she 
may be experiencing, as well as help her 
understand that her past does not fully 
define who she is or who she hopes to 
become.  

So, what happens when questions  come up 
for which you don’t have an answer? It is 

never easy to have to tell 
your child  that you don’t 
have the answers that she is 
looking for, especially if that 
fact is likely to cause your 
child pain. Talk together 
about her questions and 
cross those unknown 
bridges with gentleness and 
honesty. Admitting that you 
don’t know the answers she 
is looking for is certainly 
hard, and your child may 
have a hard time hearing 
that, as well. Keep the line of 
dialogue open and check 

back with her so that you can help your child 
deal with and work through any feelings of 
frustration, hurt, or anger related to those 
unknowns in her history.   

Keep in mind that no adoptive parent has 
the answer to all of the questions their child 
will ask about her birth family. As children 
develop, they may even go through a time of 
thinking that their adoptive parent, who 
claims to have little or no information about 
their birth family, is actually withholding 
information from them. Sometimes it’s 
helpful for youth to 

Continued on page 3 
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hear from more than one “source.” If 
possible, reach out to the adoption agency 
that you worked with and ask a 
representative from that agency to call,  
come speak with, or send a note to your child 
explaining that the information she is 
looking for, was not provided at the time of 
her adoption. Sometimes you may simply 
have to deliver the same message many 
times and help your child deal with the 
disappointment of not knowing.    

How you frame the information you share 
with your child can make a difference in the 
way she perceives her story. For example, 
telling your child from a young age that, 
“your birth mother chose a safe place for 
you,” can help her focus on the positive 
aspects of adoption. Telling your child that, 
“your birth mother abandoned you,” has a 
much more negative feel. As is the case with 
all conversations about adoption, be mindful 
of your child’s age and developmental level. 
If the child was abandoned, you might talk 
together about some possible situations that 
might have led her birth parent(s) to make 
that decision, such as unsafe circumstances, 
limited parenting knowledge, or a lack of 
resources or support. The box to the right 
illustrates how some ways of talking to your 
child about abandonment may look. 

Creative Ideas 
Talking to your child about her feelings is 
important, as are creative ways that might 
help her work through those feelings and 
emotions. For example, books are a great 
way to introduce the subject of adoption and 
help children understand that they are not 
alone. You might keep some of the numerous 
adoption-related books available in your 
home collection so that your child can read 
and re-read them, if needed.  

Young children often respond well to being 
asked to draw a picture of their adoption 
story. Adoptive parent Tricia Burkett 
encourages her six-year-old daughter to 
write letters and draw pictures for her birth 

family, and then place them in a special 
folder. Tricia has told her daughter that, if 
she ever gets to meet her birth family, she 
can give them the folder so that they know 
that she has been thinking about them. 
Tricia has noticed that this activity has been 
therapeutic for her 

Missing Pieces, continued 

Continued on page 4 

Talking about Abandonment 

Preschool Years: “Your mother couldn’t take 
care of you and wanted you to be safe. So she 
found a safe place to put you where safe 
adults would come and take care of you.” 

Early Elementary: “We feel sad sometimes, 
and even mad sometimes, that we cannot 
give you any more information. Do you ever 
have any sad or mad feelings about not 
knowing anything? It is important that you 
understand that you are not responsible for 
the decision your parents made.” 

Middle School Years: “Although we do not 
have information directly about your birth 
parents, we can explore all about your 
country and learn to understand why birth 
parents had to make such difficult decisions. 
When you think about your birth parents, 
what do you think about? Are you ever sad or 
angry that you don’t know anything about 
them? What would you like us to do to help 
you?” 

Preteen: Continue using educational 
resources to fill in a child’s cultural and 
educational background. Continue to ask the 
questions mentioned above in greater depth. 
Consider locating a peer support group of 
other adopted preteens and teens that deals 
with open discussion regarding adoption 
issues.  

—From the book Telling the Truth to Your 
Adopted or Foster Child: Making Sense of the 

Past (page 99) 
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daughter, and has allowed her to develop a 
connection with her birth family, even 
though they have never met. Older children 
or teens may benefit from being given a 
private journal in order to write about and 
process their emotions. Resources like the 
art therapy book Adopted and Wondering: 
Drawing Out Feelings can help your child 
get started on this process. 

Hold on to any significant 
artifacts or pieces of information 
about your child’s birth family. 
This could be anything from a 
piece of paperwork with the 
birth mother’s handwriting or a 
photo of the child’s birth parent. 
You may have heard about life 
books, which document a child’s 
life using photos, stories, and 
other mementos. Even if there 
are many gaps in your child’s 
history, making a life book could help her 
develop a connection to her past.  

One adoptive mom had little information 
regarding the birth family of the child she 
adopted from out of state. However, she did 
know which hospital the child was born at, 
and, when she was in town, she stopped by 
the hospital to take a picture to add to the 
child’s life book. You may also be able to use 
the Internet and resources like Google to get 
images of places or maps, such as streets, 
hospitals, or significant places people were 
born or lived. Consider other creative ways 
by which you could add information that 
may be meaningful for your child, even if it 
is not directly related to their family history. 
If you know your child’s birthdate, you could 
use a website like My Birthday Facts to find 
facts such as how many hours/days/seconds 
old they are, or who was President when 
they were born. Websites like Info Please can 
provide information about U.S. and world 
events, movies, music, sports, and other 
newsworthy events that happened the year 
of your child’s birth. While none of this will 

make up for a lack of information about her 
birth family, it can help your child develop a 
sense of individuality. 

Searching for Answers 
At some point, your child may wish to search 
for more information about her birth family, 
a decision that could bring up conflicting 
emotions. They may fear finding their birth 

family and then being rejected 
by them a second time. Or, they 
may worry that searching for 
their birth family will upset their 
adoptive family. It can help to 
let your child know that it is 
okay for her to search for her 
birth family – she may even 
appreciate your help with this 
process. Even children who have 
good relationships with their 
adoptive parents and are happy 
and well-adjusted can long to 

know more about their birth families. On the 
other hand, some adoptees may not have an 
interest in their birth family history. Your 
child’s feelings about wanting to know more 
or not may change over time; regardless of 
how she wants to proceed, do your best to 
support her and let her know that you  are 
on her side. For more information on search 
and reunion, view our To Search or Not to 
Search tip sheet. 

The Importance of Connections 
Getting to know other parents who have 
adopted may not only give you some 
additional support, but those other parents 
may have insight to share about how they 
handled a particular situation. If your child 
joined your family as a result of Wisconsin’s 
Safe Haven law, you may be interested in 
Safe Place for Newborns. This nonprofit 
organization hosts a Facebook page where 
adoptive parents can network, and also 
organizes social events, during which adults 
and children from safe haven families can 
get together. If you adopted through 
international or 
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domestic infant adoption, there are various 
support groups throughout the state that 
might fit your family’s needs, as well.   

For children and teens who were adopted, 
being around other adoptees can help them 
feel “normal.” Adoptees may establish 
meaningful connections with other adoptees 
at a workshop, camp, or in a support group 
setting. It may also be beneficial to find an 
adoptee who is older than your child to act 
as a mentor. These relationships are 
particularly helpful when adoptees are able 
to share common experiences and ways they 
have coped with the challenges associated 
with being adopted. These days, the Internet 
and social media can help children make 
connections with other adoptees. Even 
connecting your child to a blog written by 
another adoptee many help her see that her 
feelings are “normal” and show her that she 
is not alone. 

Throughout your adoption journey, you will 
likely experience many joys, as well as many 
challenges. Adoptive families with little or no 

information about their child’s birth family 
can expect that their child will have many 
unanswered questions. As your child’s guide 
through this journey, you have the 
opportunity to encourage her to talk about 
her true feelings about adoption, whether 
they are positive, negative, or conflicting. 
You will be there to support her when she 
has questions that cannot be answered. 
Remember that you are not alone in this 
journey and that the Coalition for Children, 
Youth & Families is also here to support and 
guide you. 

Page 5 Missing Pieces, continued 

Books 

 Telling the Truth to Your Adopted or
Foster Child, by Betsy Keefer & Jayne
Schooler

 Twenty Things Adopted Kids Wish Their
Adoptive Parents Knew, by Sherrie
Eldridge

 The Primal Wound, by Nancy Newton
 Making Room in Our Hearts: Keeping

Family Ties Through Open Adoption, by
Micky Duxbury

 The Sounds of Hope: A True Story of an
Adoptee’s Quest for her Origin, by Anne
Bauer

 Connecting with Kids Through Stories:
Using Narratives to Facilitate
Attachment in Adopted Children, by
Denise Lacher

Related Tip Sheets 
 Talking to Your Children about Their

Birth Parents
 The Journey of Forgiveness: How to

Teach Your Children
 Empowering Your Children to Tell Their

Adoption Stories

Videos 
 Compassion for Birth Families
 There’s Always Something Good

Other Resources 
 Lavender Luz Blog

 Wisconsin Adoption Records Search
Program
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1. Can you think of the benefits an antiracist foster home could be to a foster
child of color?

2. What are some ways you can appropriately express this support?

3. How do you think being transracially adopted affects children and their
families?

4. What do you think it is like to be a member of a transracial family—where
individuals within the family do not share the same racial identity?

5. What thought had you given to how society’s racial stereotypes might affect
you and your adopted child if they are from a different racial background
than you?

Benefits of an Antiracist Foster Home Discussion 
Questions

Culture and Identity
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Microaggression Statements 

A microaggression is an indirect, subtle, or unintentional discrimination against 
members of a marginalized group. Microaggressions are generally discussed from the 
perspective of race and racism but any marginalized group in our society may 
become targets: people of color, women, LGBTQ persons, those with disabilities, 
religious minorities, and so on.  

As you read each of the following statements, identify the hidden message. 

1. A young person uses the term "gay" to describe a movie that she didn't like.

2. When Asian Americans and Latino Americans are assumed to be foreign-born
"Where were you born?” “You speak good English.”

3. A person of color is presumed to be dangerous, criminal, or deviant on the basis
of their race.
A store owner following a customer of color around the store.

4. Two gay men hold hands in public and are told not to flaunt their sexuality.

Culture and Identity
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Microaggression Statements and Interpretations 

Draw a line connecting the statements in the first column with all the possible interpretations 
from the second column. Each statement from Column A may connect with more than one 
interpretation. Be ready to explain each choice. 

http://breakingprejudice.org/teaching/group-

activities/microaggression-activity/

Column A: Statements 

1. “Don’t be such a sissy.”

2. “Of course you have a bad relationship
with your parents. You’re gay.”

3. “You speak English very well.”

4. “America is a melting pot.”

5. “I don’t see color.”

6. “I have Black friends, so what I say isn’t
offensive.”

7. “Everyone knows Blacks are more likely
to shoplift.”

8. [A professor asks a Latina student in front
of the class] “What do Latinas think about
this situation?”

9. “That’s retarded.”

Column B: Possible Interpretations 

a. Feminine traits are undesirable.

b. People with disabilities are less
important, likeable or competent.

c. You don’t belong.

d. Being gay is unacceptable.

e. Your sexual orientation is your
most important characteristic.

f. You are not man enough.

g. Your culture is your most defining
feature.

h. People of your background are
unintelligent.

i. You look like a criminal.

j. I see you as your skin color only.

k. You are not American.

Culture and Identity
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Resilience 

Research on resilience in children demonstrates that there are four main areas that comprise 
protective factors for children.

1. Child Factors – Children are wired to respond to stress in certain ways. Having
characteristics such as being persistent, goal-oriented, adaptable, optimistic, willing
to approach novel events, have high self-esteem, intelligent, and good social skills
contribute to positive adaptation. Children who, before the traumatic event, were
fearful, anxious, or sad may experience serious reactions, take longer to bounce back,
or require extra attention from their families.

2. Trauma Characteristics - Children who are in close proximity and who
experience intense emotions (fear or panic) during the event tend to be at risk
for subsequent problems.

3. Parent Availability - An essential protective factor for children is the reliable
presence of a positive, caring, and protective parent, who can help shield their
children against adverse experiences. They can be a consistent resource for their
children, encouraging them to talk about the experiences. And they can provide
reassurance to their children that the adults in their life are working to keep them
safe. This is your role for your child or children.  Especially if your child has been in
multiple placements throughout their years in foster care.

4. Developmental Stage –In order to become resilient to life's unpredictable and
overwhelming stressors, we first must build and strengthen our stress-response
systems through "practice" and those experiences allow development to proceed.
The expression of resilience varies with age and a child’s developmental capacity in all
the domains.

Source: NCTSN 2018 
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Love and Logic Parenting Style Assessment 
Jim Fay 

Directions: Please read each statement and circle the response that fits best how you 
would respond. 

1. Your child forgets either their homework, band instrument, or lunch you:
a) Run to the school as fast as you can.  You just hate to see them loose points, miss out

in band, or go hungry.
b) Give them a long lecture on responsibility, and let them know there will be a serious

consequence because you had to drive all the way back to school.
c) You say, “Bummer buddy, I hate when I forget things.  It’s sure easy to do. What do

you think you are going to do?”

2. Your child CHRONICALLY holds up morning car pool and is never ready on time you:
a) Rush around behind them packing their backpack for them.  Nagging them

incessantly to PLEASE hurry!
b) Yell and threaten to take away their video games after school if they can’t figure out

how to get it together.
c) You’ve already talked about what it takes to get ready before 8:00 am so you:

 SHUT YOUR MOUTH during morning routine.
 Make a phone call to the car pool lady and ask her to wait 30 seconds for him.  If

he’s not ready, please go ahead.
 Be really sad for him when car pool is gone, “Bummer man.  That just

stinks.  What are you going to do?” Then give him some choices of what some
kids try.  (Of course you’ve planned this whole session out before hand.   You 
have all the support and help you need to handle whatever this child may 
throw at you.  You empathetically keep the responsibility on his shoulders, and 
it becomes a great learning experience for him.) 

3. Your toddler’s breakfast is coming to an end. She continues to throw her drink off the
highchair, squealing in delight.  You:

a) Are getting annoyed but keep picking it up sweetly reminding with every throw,
“Sweetie, leave your cup here.”  And, “Now let’s stop throwing and drink it all gone.”

b) Get frustrated.  With every throw your face is redder and your sweet voice turns in to
a demanding, “Stop that!”

c) Sing “Uhh-ohh, looks like you’re done.  Time to get down.”  Then, when ‘princess’
whines and cries that she wants more you are so sad, “I know, so sad.  When we
throw  we get down.”  You are a pro at redirecting; next you’re off to the play room,
“Do you want to play blocks or dolls?”

Parenting to Influence Resiliency
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4. Your kids aren’t picking up their toys you:
a) Get sick of stepping on them. You know they should be picking them up… but

company will be here soon and it’s just easier to get it done yourself.
b) Pull them in from the other room, grab their hands and state, “Start picking up NOW!”
c) Make it a game!  Everyone is a dump truck time to scoop up as many toys as

possible.   You let them know, “I love helping people who  work hard!”
d) Your family already has a rule:  Who ever picks it up, gets to keep it.  Your sweet girl

cries when she realizes you’ve picked up all her My Little Ponies you say, “Bummer,
this is so sad.  Would you like to try again tomorrow or wait for 2 days instead?”

e) Both C and D are great choices!

5. It’s time for Junior to take out the trash you:
a) Ask him 3 times and the smell is driving you crazy.  You take care of it for him because

he is busy with his homework.
b) Click off the T.V. he is watching and state, “Excuse me?! What did I ask you to do?

Why isn’t it done yet?  How many times do I have to ask you to do something before
you actually get it done!?”

c) Sigh with relief.  When you asked your kid to take the trash out, you asked him to do it
sometime before dinner.  You know that Junior NEVER misses a meal.  You know that
the smell of dinner will remind him of his promise and if not you will lovingly let
the family know, “I am happy to serve dinner in 5 min. to everyone who has their
chores done.”

6. Your general parenting philosophy:
a) You rap it like Vanilla Ice, “If there is a problem – you I’ll solve it!”
b) You feel like Burger King said it best, “Do it my way right-a-way.”
c) You believe in your kids and you tell them by holding them accountable in loving

ways. Because you’ve set firm and loving limits, you are able to give your kids lots of
freedom and choices within those limits.

(Turn to next page for scoring) 

April 2021 25



If you answered mostly A’s: 
You are probably a “Helicopter Parent.”  You have a big heart and people usually see 
you as a “great parent.”  Your style makes sense when a child is anxious about time or a 
task or about figuring something out on his/her own. However, when you are always 
there to rescue and save your child you may be doing it at your own expense, and even 
worse THEIR expense. You may not be helping your child learn skills and may be 
unknowingly communicating to your child that you do not think he/she is capable . 

If you answered mostly B’s: 
You are probably a “Drill Sergeant Parent.” You run a tight ship and expect your kids to 
do what you say when you say it. You are a well-meaning parent who wants to have a 
well-oiled machine. You want the very best for your kids and you know they are capable 
of it. When your kids make mistakes you tend to get upset rather than looking at it as a 
learning opportunity. Sadly the ironic part is when kids always have a drill sergeant 
breathing down their neck the covert message is, “I think you are too dumb to get it on 
your own, so I’ve got to nag, lecture and micromanage you.”   Your kids may tend to 
rebel as they get older because they haven’t had enough healthy control in their 
lives.   They also might tend to be sneaky.   Drill sergeants train their children that a bad 
choice means mom/dad gets mad.  Child’s conclusion, “if mom and dad don’t know, no 
one will get mad at me.” 

If you answered mostly C’s: 
You are probably a “Consultant Parent   You are an expert at having lots of tools on 
your parenting belt.  You recognize there are several ways to handle a situation and you 
do it according to your child’s needs. You view failure as a catalyst for growth and 
success in the future.  You recognize your child’s need for appropriate control and 
encourage him/her to exercise it. This style may be anxiety-provoking for children who 
have been neglected and expected to act like a parent. And it may miss communicating 
your expectations and values around a child’s behavior. 
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HOW DOES THE LAW AFFECT ADOPTIVE 
PARENTS?  

The DCF must attempt to notify the adoptive 
parents of a minor child when written information 
is received from a licensed physician verifying that 
a birth parent or biological sibling has developed a 
genetically transferable disease or condition. 

Adoptive parents may request medical/genetic 
information and non-identifying social history 
information about their adopted child’s birth 
parents.  

OTHER PERSONS ELIGIBLE TO REQUEST 
MEDICAL/GENETIC INFORMATION 

• The guardian or legal custodian of an
adopted person or of an individual whose
birth parents terminated parental rights.

• the offspring of an adopted person if he or
she is at least 18.

• an agency or social worker assigned to
provide services to the adopted person.

• The parent or guardian of a deceased
adoptee’s child.

Physicians can direct the program to pass on 
genetically transferable disease information about 
adopted persons, individuals, birth parents or 
siblings to adopted persons, individuals or birth 
parents.  

ADULTS WHOSE BIRTH PARENTS 
TERMINATED PARENTAL RIGHTS  

Adults who were not legally adopted as children 
but whose birth parents terminated parental rights 
in Wisconsin have the same services available 
under this program as adult adoptees.  

SEARCH FEES 

An hourly fee is charged for the release of 
medical, genetic and non-identifying social history 
information contained in existing closed adoption 
records.  The maximum charge for preparing 
these materials is limited to $150.  

An hourly fee is also charged for a search for birth 
parents. 

Some applicants may be eligible for a fee 
reduction.  Additional information about Program 
fees can be found on the Adoption Records 
Search Program application form.  

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON THIS 
PROGRAM OR TO REQUEST AN AFFIDAVIT 
OR APPLICATION PACKET, CONTACT: 

Adoption Records Search Program 
DCF/DSP 
P.O. Box 8916 
Madison, WI  53708-8916 
(608) 422-6928

E-mail:

dcfadoptionsearch@wisconsin.gov 

Website: 

https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/adoption/search 

The Department of Children and Families is an 
equal opportunity employer and service provider. 
If you have a disability and need to access 
services, receive information in an alternate 
format, or need information translated to another 
language, please call (608) 266-8787. Individuals 
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THE WISCONSIN ADOPTION RECORDS 
SEARCH LAW  

Wisconsin’s adoption record search law is set 
forth in sections 48.432 and 48.433, Wisconsin 
Statutes. It is administered by the Wisconsin 
Department of Children and Families (DCF).  

The primary purpose of this law is to help persons 
who have been adopted or whose birth parents 
have terminated their parental rights, to obtain 
information about themselves and their birth 
relatives.  This information may include:  

• Non-identifying social history information.

• Medical and genetic information about birth
parents and members of their families, including
routine health information and any known
hereditary or degenerative diseases.

• Most recent names and address of birth parents
in DCF files.

• A copy of the impounded birth certificate (the
birth certificate on file prior to the time of
adoption).

The law specifies conditions and protections under 
which the search may be conducted.  Birth parents 
have the option to file a notarized statement (affidavit) 
with DCF consenting to the release of their identities 
or to refuse to allow the release of their identities.  

Adult adoptees may also file a consent allowing 
for their contact information to be released to a 
birth parent who requests it. 

ADMINISTRATION OF THE LAW 

The law requires DCF to assist eligible persons to 
obtain medical and genetic information from and, 
or locate their birth parents.  

The law establishes procedures for adults whose 
birth parents have terminated parental rights and 
adopted persons to search for their birth parents. 

The law also: 

• Requires Circuit Courts to report medical and
genetic information on both birth parents and
relatives to DCF at the time parental rights are
terminated in Wisconsin.

• Requires DCF to maintain a permanent
centralized birth record file on all adoptions
completed within the State.

• Allows adoptive parents to request medical and
genetic and non-identifying social history
information from existing records or to request
updated medical or genetic information from
their children’s birth parents.

HOW DOES THE LAW AFFECT ADOPTED 
PERSONS? 

A person who was adopted in Wisconsin who is 
now age 18 or older may request a search for his 
or her birth parents.  A birth parent must file an 
affidavit of consent before any identifying 
information can be released. 

If an affidavit is not already on file, a search for the 
birth parent will be conducted.  The birth parent is 
then contacted and given the option of signing an 
affidavit to release identifying information – or 
refusing. 

When paternity was legally established, both birth 
parents must file affidavits before the identity of 
either one of them may be released to the adopted 
person.  If the adopted person was born in 
Wisconsin, a copy of his or her impounded birth 
certificate can be released once the birth parents 
have filed affidavits. 

An adopted person can also request non-
identifying information from his or her adoption file 
and updated medical and genetic information 
about his or her birth parents.  If updated 
information is requested, a search for the birth 
parent will be conducted to obtain the information. 

An adopted person may file a notarized affidavit 
with DCF consenting to the release of his/her 
identity to a birth parent upon request.  

The DCF makes every effort to notify an adopted 
person or his or her adoptive parents (if not yet 18 
years old), if we receive information that a birth 
parent or biological sibling has developed a 
genetically transferable disease or condition.   

HOW DOES THE LAW AFFECT BIRTH 
PARENTS?  

A birth parent may file a notarized affidavit with  
DCF consenting to the release of his/her identity 
and location and a copy of the impounded birth 
certificate to the adopted person.  

A birth parent may revoke the affidavit (withdraw 
their consent) at any time by writing to the 
Adoption Records Search Program.  

A birth parent may request the most recent name 
and address of the birth child they placed for 
adoption if the birth child has an affidavit of 
consent on file with DCF.   

Birth parents are required to provide medical/ 
genetic information to the court at the time 
parental rights are terminated.  Updated 
medical/genetic information may be filed with DCF 
any time. Forms are available from Adoption 
Records Search Program for this purpose.  

A birth parent may request the Program to notify 
an adoptee, if a genetically transferable disease or 
condition is present in the family.  A statement 
from a licensed physician is required. 

HOW DOES THE LAW AFFECT SIBLINGS? 

The current adoption search law does NOT allow 
siblings to request searches for each other.  Some 
medical information about siblings may be 
included in the non-identifying social history 
record.   
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1851

•1. There were no U.S. laws until 1851 that protected children who were adopted. The Massachusetts Adoption of Children Act, enacted in 1851, is widely considered the first
“modern” adoption law. It required judges to determine that adoptive parents had “sufficient ability to bring up the child” and that “it is fit and proper that such adoption should
take effect.”

19th 
Century

•2. Adoption taking place during the 19th century and before was conducted in a very secretive manner. Many of the children who were adopted were placed with other families to
avoid them being labeled as illegitimate.

Turn of the 
Century

•3. Progressive reformers began to abolish orphanages and change adoption history at the turn of the century, establishing resolutions that children would not be removed from their
families except for urgent and compelling reasons (poverty not included). And, instead of being placed in orphanages, they would be placed with foster families — which would 
eventually lead to the modern U.S. state foster systems.

1854-1929

•4. Between 1854 and 1929, as many as 250,000 children from New York and other Eastern cities were sent by train to towns in Midwestern and western states, as well as Canada
and Mexico. Families interested in the orphans showed up to look them over when they were placed on display in local train stations, and placements were frequently made with 
little or no investigation or oversight.

1917

•5. In 1917 Minnesota passed the first state law that required children and adults to be investigated and adoption records to be shielded from public view.
•6. In 1917, Minnesota established a precedent by mandating social investigations of all adoptions, including the use of home studies, and providing for confidentiality of adoption 

records. These closed adoptions were advocated for by professionals for years to come, with the argument being that it protected the identity of illegitimate children and prevented
“unfit” birth parents from seeking out their children later in life.

Early 20th 
Century

•7. “Baby farms” were common in the early 20th century, where unwed mothers, prostitutes and destitute wives could pay to place their children out for adoption. These 
organizations then placed the children with adoptive families for large sums of money and with no questions asked, and conditions inside the “baby farms” could be 
horrific. Fortunately, most states had taken legal action against the commercialization of adoption by 1920.

1945-1975

•8. A national reporting system for adoption existed for only thirty years (from 1945 to 1975) and even during this period, data was supplied by states and territories on a purely
voluntary basis.

Historical Roots of American Adoption Legal Issues in Adoption
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1948
•9. The first recorded transracial adoption didn’t occur until 1948, when white parents adopted an African-American child.

1970
•10. In 1970, adoptions reached their peak, with approximately 175,000 taking place each year, and 80 percent arranged by agencies.

1960's and 
1970's

•11. The 1960s and ‘70s there was a new awareness of the lack of cultural education for the children being adopted. In response, the Indian Child
Welfare Act was passed by Congress in 1978, protecting Native American tribes’ sovereignty over adoption of Native children then and today.

1996

•12. In 1996, Bastard Nation was founded as a group promoting adult adoptees’ rights to access sealed adoption records. Just two years later,
Oregon passed a ballot measure allowing adult adoptees access to their original birth certificates. Today, 95 percent of adoptions involve some
degree of openness for the benefit of all involved.

1997

•13. In 1997 The Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) further strengthened the child welfare system’s responsibility to provide a timely, permanent
family for children in care; it directs that, unless there is an exception, a termination of parental rights petition shall be filed if a child has been
placed outside his or her own home for 15 of the most recent 22 months.

Today

•14. While today transracial and special needs adoptions are common, for the majority of the 20th century, they were rare to find in the history of
adoption.

•15. Five million Americans alive today are adoptees, 2-4 percent of all families have adopted, and 2.5 percent of all children under 18 are adopted.
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List of Court Personnel 

1. Assistant District Attorney represents what is best for the common good based on Chapter
48 and makes legal recommendations based on their interpretation of Chapter 48.

2. Corporation Counsel is a lawyer who works for the county or child welfare agency and
might represent the county/agency in child welfare cases.

3. Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) is a trained volunteer chosen by the judge to
advocate for a child in foster care.

4. Commissioner is an attorney, appointed by a judge, who presides over certain types of
court issues.

5. Defense Attorney (aka Parent’s attorney) is an attorney assigned to represent the parent
and their desired wishes related to their child to the court.

6. Guardian Ad Litem is an attorney, who represents children under the age of twelve,
represents the best interests of the child to the court; not what the child may wish to
happen.

7. Judge /Presiding Judge is an elected official who makes the final court decisions and rulings
in a case.

8. Public Defender (aka  Adversary Counsel) is an attorney who represents a child ages 12 and
over.  This attorney is required to represent the wishes of the child to the court.

Legal Issues in Adoption
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Chapter 48 Court Proceedings: Types and Purposes 

The following hearings are how a family case proceeds when CPS has become involved

Temporary Physical Custody Hearing (48.21) - a hearing to determine exclusive original jurisdiction

over a child alleged to be in need of protection or services which can be ordered by the court.  It must be

conducted by the judge or a circuit court commissioner within 48 hours of the time the decision to hold the

child was made, excluding Saturdays, Sundays, and legal holidays.  The Assistant District Attorney will

seek an order authorizing non-secure temporary physical custody (TPC).  The TPC Order remains in

effect until the dispositional order is granted, or the petition is withdrawn, and it gives the agency/county

authorization to have the child remain in placement outside of the home.

Plea Hearing (48.30) - a hearing to determine whether any party wishes to contest an allegation that the

child is in need of protection or services.   If the petition is contested, a date is set  for no more than 20

days after the plea hearing.  If a petition is not contested, the court, shall set a date for the dispositional

hearing.

Status Hearing – a hearing that provides an update to the court regarding the results of external

evaluations such as mental health assessments, AODA assessments, or genetic testing.  Also, a hearing

related to the mental condition of the child, the child's parent, guardian or legal custodian, prehearing

motions, waiver motions and hearings on other matters.

*Settlement Conference – A special hearing that happens only in Milwaukee County in which

the family’s goals are discussed, deliberated and agreed upon.

Fact Finding Hearing (48.31) - a hearing to determine if the allegations in a petition are clear and

convincing that a child is in need of protection and services.

Dispositional Hearing (48.335) - a hearing to make a final determination in which a child has been found

to be in need of protection or services.  The Judge signs a Dispositional Order and court conditions are

confirmed, where each child is placed, it is put on record if the father who was alleged has not been

adjudicated; and the permanency goal is determined.

Permanency Plan Hearing (48.38)(5m) –Permanency Plan Hearings occur on an annual basis before a

judge.  These are the topics of discussion at this type of hearing:

1. The continuing necessity for and the safety and appropriateness of the placement.

2. The extent of compliance with the permanency plan by the agency/county and family members.

3. The extent of any efforts to involve appropriate service providers in addition to the agency's staff in

planning to meet the special needs of the child and the child's parents.

4. The progress toward eliminating the causes for the child's placement outside of his or her home and

toward returning the child safely to his or her home or obtaining a permanent placement for the child.

5. The date by which it is likely that the child will be returned to his or her home or placed for adoption,

with a guardian or in some other alternative permanent placement.

Permanency Plan Review (48.38)(5) –Permanency Plan Reviews happen in front of the court or child

welfare panel and occur 6 months after a Permanency Plan Hearing.

Extension of Dispositional Order Hearing (48.365) - a hearing that is held when the goals set in the

original Dispositional order have not been met, conditions for the return of the child(ren) have not been

accomplished and the case needs to remain open.

Legal Issues in Adoption
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Next set of Hearings that lead to Adoption: 

1.  Termination of Parental Rights (TPR) Hearing (48.427) – a series of hearings on the petition to 

terminate parental rights. At the initial hearing on the petition to terminate parental rights, the court shall 

determine whether any party wishes to contest the petition and inform the parties of their rights.  There 

are 2 portions toward termination.   

1.  The first is evidence of legal grounds, Grounds for involuntary termination of parental rights 

(48.415).  For this portion parent can request a jury or judge (court) trial. 

2.  The second portion is to determine that legally severing the parental rights is in the best 

interest of the child (48.426), emotionally and physically. 

 

2.  Adoption Hearing (48.91)- the hearing in which the court determines is in the best interests of the 

child and the court shall make an order granting the adoption.  

 

Other Types of Court Hearings: 
Change of Placement Hearing (48.357(2m)(b)) – a hearing occurs if one of the parties is not in 

agreement to a child changing placement.   The judges listens to each party and makes a determination if 

the child can move.   

Temporary Guardianship Hearing 48.023(1)/ 48.373(1) - a person appointed by the court to be the 

guardian of a child under this chapter has the duty and authority to make important decisions in matters 

having a permanent effect on the life and development of the child and the duty to be concerned about 

the child's general welfare, including but not limited to: medical or psychological care. 

Capias Hearing 48.19(1)(d) - The child has run away from his or her parents, guardian or legal or 

physical custodian.     
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Facing Your Fears Positively

Group Share Activity:  Facing Your Fears 

1. What if I fail?

2. What if the people in my community reject my transracial family?

3. What if he/she rejects me?

4. What if the child wants their birth parents more than they want me?

5. What if people judge us for our decision to adopt?

6. What will I do if my child struggles with his/her identity?
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Facing Your Fears Positively 

Common Adoption Fears 
Here are five common fears of adoptive parents and how to handle them. 

By Lee Helland 

Few things in life fill your heart like the idea of bringing home a 
new child to love. The flip side: Few things fill you with such 
fear. Adoptive parents often experience distinct anxieties as 
they wait for their bundle of joy. If this is you, take heart. These 
thoughts are normal, and there's a wealth of resources that 
offer help. 

Parents preparing for the birth of a child expect an instant, 
magical, world-moving connection with that baby. Will your 
love be the same? The short answer is yes. "Adoption looks 

different -- you're thinking, 'We weren't pregnant for nine months,'" says Bobbi J. Miller, Ph.D., 
a licensed family therapist who specializes in adoption and an assistant professor of family and 
community medicine at Saint Louis University. "The attachment process is about building a 
relationship. That takes time, and that's okay." In fact, many biological parents say they don't 
feel the immediate bond they thought they would. It often takes days or weeks of caring for the 
child -- feeding, clothing, changing diapers -- for that everlasting tie to form. 

What if I don't know how to talk to my child about his adoption? 

As adopted children grow, they may experience feelings of grief and loss about their family, 
country, or culture of origin, regardless of how old they were when they were adopted and 
whether or not they have a memory of where they were born. While these feelings often don't 
kick in until age 7 or 8, when kids start using their "thinking brain," you'll find it much easier to 
talk about them if you've been open about the adoption from the very beginning. Develop a 
family narrative, emphasizing that some people become part of a family through marriage, 
others through birth, and others through being adopted. As your kid gets older, or if she is older 
when you adopt, talk about her birth family and culture. Tell her, for instance, "You have an 
amazing singing voice, you must get that from your birth mom." The parent's job is to make the 
adoption and birth parents part of the conversation so that the child has the opportunity to 
voice feelings, according to Rita Taddonio, a licensed social worker and head clinician at 
Spence-Chapin, a private, not-for-profit adoption agency in New York. "Normalizing the topic 
helps them understand that when they're a little sad about their story, they can talk about it," 
Taddonio says. 
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How do you know if your adopted child needs help? "First of all, if they're not talking about it at 
all, be a little concerned," Taddonio says. "Change of behavior -- like an easygoing kid who now 
seems angry and is fighting with friends -- is also a red flag, especially from ages 7 to 12, when 
they could be stuck somewhere in their feelings about adoption." 

What if people in my community aren't accepting of our transracial family? 

American families adopted 8,668 children from other countries in 2012, and the Child Welfare 
Information Gateway estimates that roughly 14 percent of all adoptions are transracial or 
trancultural. Even if you live in what you believe to be an accepting family and community, be 
prepared to counteract prejudiced or racist questions or comments that your adopted child 
might hear, such as, "Where's the real parent?" 

"Whether a remark is racially motivated or coming out of ignorance, what's important is that 
your answer convey the message you want your child to hear," Taddonio says. "Validate by 
saying, 'I'm the real parent -- you must mean his birth family." Seeing you take a stand and be 
proactive signals that you understand the gravity of what your child might be feeling, and helps 
him or her develop the tools needed to problem-solve. 

"The best thing we did while we were waiting was to join a membership organization for 
families who adopt from China," says Tricia Corcoran, 49, of Kings Park, New York, who adopted 
her daughter from China two years ago when the little girl was 1 year old. "I wanted Charlotte 
to grow up around families like hers, and she's been around them her whole life." 

Spending time with people of the child's ethnic group helps instill a sense of belonging. The 
group Corcoran is a part of, Families With Children From China, has chapters all over the U.S., 
and they organize events like picnics, parades, and culture camps to help families keep the kids 
connected to their heritage. Adoption agencies and the Child Welfare Information Gateway 
offer more ideas for honoring your child's birth culture. 

Will the child have special needs? 

A paper by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services reported that 37 percent of 
adopted children had special health-care needs, compared with 17 percent of biological 
children. And while 16 to 20 percent of adopted children have learning disabilities, compared 
with 8 to 10 percent of children in the general population, that still leaves a vast majority who 
do not, Taddonio points out. 

At the beginning of the adoption process, you'll be asked whether you're open to adopting a 
child with special needs. You can prepare yourself to answer this by researching what’s involved 
in caring for these children (the Child Welfare Information Gateway, the U.S. Department of 
Education, and your adoption agency are good resources). If you've been chosen by a birth 
mother to adopt an infant, think about how you'll move forward if the child turns out to have 
special needs, whether at birth or later in life. "Even when you give birth to a baby, you don't 
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know what the child's exact needs will be," Taddonio says. "Every parent should have some 
exposure to the learning-disabilities spectrum." 

The Child Welfare Information Gateway offers links to financial assistance, including tax credits, 
for adopted children's health-care needs. 

What if the birth parents change their mind? 

If you've been chosen by a birth mother to adopt the baby she's expecting, you may worry that 
she'll have a change of heart. While this isn't common, it can happen. The best way to avoid 
heartbreak is to work with a reputable adoption agency and encourage the birth parents to 
take advantage of pre-adoption counseling. "You want them to have really considered the 
decision," Miller says. If they're exploring their feelings and given the opportunity to express 
them, there's a smaller chance of surprises later. 

Another advantage of pre-adoption counseling is that you'll have the resources you need at the 
ready if the birth mother does choose a different path. 

How do I find the right professional if I need help? 

If you decide that anyone in your family needs help coping with fears or other emotions about 
the adoption, contact your adoption agency, which should have counselors on staff and, if 
necessary, can recommend additional professionals -- such as a psychologist, psychiatrist, or 
social worker -- who are experienced in adoption issues. 

Check out this Child Welfare fact sheet for more info on finding the professional who is right for 
you. 

Copyright © 2013 Meredith Corporation. 
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Definitions of Important Terms 

Ally - Someone who makes the commitment and effort to recognize their privilege (based on gender, 
class, race, sexual identity, etc.) and work in solidarity with oppressed groups in the struggle for justice. 
Allies understand that it is in their own interest to end all forms of oppression, even those from which 
they may benefit in concrete ways. (https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/antiracismresources/allies) 

Bias- a tendency, inclination, or prejudice toward or against something or someone 
(https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/bias). Biases can be positive or negative. Biases are often 
based on stereotypes, rather than actual knowledge of people or situations. Everyone has biases.  

Implicit Bias- The attitudes or stereotypes that impact understanding, actions, and decisions in an 
unconscious manner. These biases, which encompass both favorable and unfavorable assessments, are 
activated involuntarily and without an individual’s awareness or intentional control. (Diversity and 
Resiliency Institute of El Paso) 

Prejudice - An adverse judgement or opinion formed beforehand or without knowledge or examination 
of the facts. (American Heritage Dictionary) 

Race- Although there are vast variations in human ethnicity and culture, there is no biological basis for 
racial categories. Race is a social construction that has largely served to justify inequitable, and often 
inhumane, treatment of some populations by others, such as the forced removal and genocide 
of indigenous populations, enslaving of Africans, and the Jewish Holocaust.  
- Taken 10/2/2020 from https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/teaching-race/

Racism- Following Tatum (1992), we understand racism as “a system of advantage based on race” that is 
perpetuated through institutions, policies, practices, ideologies, and interpersonal interactions.  

In the U.S. context, racism has and continues to benefit people perceived as “white” and to 
disadvantage those perceived as “people of color.” As such,…racism powerfully shapes life experiences 
and life chances. 
- Taken 10/2/2020 from https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/teaching-race/

Antiracism- In How to Be An Antiracist, Kendi writes: 
"To be antiracist is to think nothing is behaviorally wrong or right -- inferior or superior -- with any of the 
racial groups.  

Becoming antiracist requires every individual to choose every day to think, act and advocate for 
equality, which will require changing systems and policies that may have gone unexamined for a long 
time. 

How Ibram X. Kendi’s Definition of Antiracism Applies to Schools, taken 9/10/20 
from kqed.org/mindshift, Katrina Schwartz, 12/18/19 

LGBTQ+- an acronym used to describe those that do not identify as heterosexual or cisgender. 

Resources 

April 2021 49

https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/antiracismresources/allies
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/bias
https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/teaching-race/


Cisgender- a gender identity, or performance in a gender role, that society deems to match the person’s 
assigned sex at birth.   

Lesbian - A woman whose primary sexual and affectional orientation is toward people of the same 
gender. 
Gay - A sexual and affectional orientation toward people of the same gender. 

Bi-sexual - A person whose primary sexual and affectional orientation is toward people of the same and 
other genders, or towards people regardless of their gender. 

Transgender – Identifying as transgender means that one’s internal knowledge of gender is different 
from conventional or cultural expectations based on the sex that person was assigned at birth. While 
transgender may refer to a woman who was assigned male at birth or a man who was assigned female 
at birth, transgender is an umbrella term that can also describe someone who identifies as a gender 
other than woman or man, such as non binary, genderqueer, genderfluid, no gender or multiple 
genders, or some other gender identity.  

Questioning - The process of exploring one’s own gender identity, gender expression, and/or sexual 
orientation. 
or Queer –  A term people often use to express a spectrum of identities and orientations that are 
counter to the mainstream. Queer is often used as a catch-all to include many people, including those 
who do not identify as exclusively straight and/or folks who have non-binary or gender-expansive 
identities. This term was previously used as a slur, but has been reclaimed by many parts of the LGBTQ 
movement. (hrc.org) 

Gender expression is all about how you demonstrate your gender through the ways you act, dress, 
behave, and interact–whether that is intentional or unintended. Gender expression is interpreted by 
others perceiving your gender based on traditional gender roles (e.g., men wear pants, women wear 
dresses). This is in contrast to a person’s “sex” which refers to the anatomy of an individual's 
reproductive system and secondary sex characteristics (e.g., body hair, widening hips, facial hair, 
muscle mass). 

Gender identity is all about how you, in your head, think about yourself. 

Sexual orientation is all about who you are physically, spiritually, and emotionally attracted to. 
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Resources 

Anti-Racism/Transracial Parenting:

1. Harvard University Anti-racism Resources

               Podcasts- https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/antiracismresources/allies/podcasts

Information for Parents- https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/antiracismresources/allies/podcasts

LGBTQ+ Resources:
1. The Trevor Project- https://www.thetrevorproject.org/

A Guide to Being an Ally to Transgender and Nonbinary Youth- 
 https://www.thetrevorproject.org/resources/trevor-support-center/a-guide-to-being-an-ally-  
 to-transgender-and-nonbinary-youth/

2. Child Welfare Information Gateway- Resources for Families of LGBTQ Youth- 
 https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/systemwide/diverse-populations/lgbtq/lgbt-families/?

utm_medium=email&utm_source=elertapril21
3. The Genderbread Person- https://www.genderbread.org/

4. GLSEN (Gay, Lesbian, Straight Education Network)- https://www.glsen.org/

2. Antiracist Baby Picture Book
By IBRAM X. KENDI  Illustrated by ASHLEY LUKASHEVSKY

3. Let's Talk About Race
By Julius Lester, Illustrated by Karen Barbour

4. How to be an Anti-Racist Adoptive Parent
https://www.adoptivefamilies.com/transracial-adoption/how-to-be-anti-racist-adoptive-parent/

5. Seeing White podcast, www.sceneonradio.org/seeing-white/

6. Harvard Implicit Bias Test, implicit.harvard.edu/implicit

5. This is a Book for Parents of Gay Kids: A Question & Answer Guide to Everyday Life
By Dannielle Owens-Reid, Kristin Russo and Linda Stone Fish

6. Unconditional: A Guide to Loving and Supporting Your LGBTQ Child (Book for
Parents of a Gay or Transgender Child)

by Telaina Eriksen  (Author)
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