
Family Diversity in Education: 
Foster Care, Kinship Care, 

Adoption 
and Schools 

 
 

 
 

Sponsored by: 
Colorado Coalition of Adoptive Families 

(COCAF) 
& 

Colorado Post-Adoption Resource Center 
 (COPARC) 

 
 

December 2009
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Family Diversity in Education: Foster Care, Kinship Care, Adoption and Schools 
First Edition: December 2009 

 

1

Table of Contents 
 
I. Introduction and Provisos        2 
II. Foster Care Facts and Figures       3 
III. Kinship Care Facts and Figures       5 
IV. Adoption Facts and Figures         6 

Types of Adoption          7 
Adoption Terminology        7 
Positive Adoption Language       9 
Core Issues of Adoption      10 

V. Brain Development        12 
VI. Trauma         13 
VII. Sensory Processing Disorders     15 
VIII. Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders     16 
IX. Attachment        18 
X. Working Models and Survival Strategies    20 
XI. Adoption Trauma Triggers and Helpful Strategies  22 
XII. Types of Behaviors Seen in the Classroom   24 
XIII. Child’s Development and Understanding of Adoption  24 
XIV. Areas of Challenge for the Family     26 
XV. Triangulation, Splitting and Building a Team   27 
XVI. How Educators Can Help --Getting an “A” for Adoption  30 

Acceptance        30 
Accuracy        31 
Assignments       31 
Assistance        35 
Advocacy        39 

XVII. Proposed School Policy      40 
XVIII. Glossary         41 
XIX. Famous Adoptees       43 
XX.     Resources        45 

Websites        45 
Books for Educators      45 
Books for Students      46 
Colorado Resources      48 
Other Resources       49 

XXI.    References        50 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Family Diversity in Education: Foster Care, Kinship Care, Adoption and Schools 
First Edition: December 2009 

 

2 

I.  Introduction and Provisos 
 

As educators enter the schools of the 21st century, they are encountering an 
increasingly diverse population of students.  Not only are students coming from 
different ethnic, racial, and cultural backgrounds, but also from varied family 
situations, including foster, kinship, and adoptive families.  Types of adoption are 
diverse and can include private infant, domestic fost/adopt, international, sibling 
group, kinship, special needs, and older child (ages 5 and up).  Regardless of the 
type of placement or adoption, many children in non-birth families deal with 
emotional issues surrounding the placement or adoption.  Unless educators have 
a personal connection with these issues, they may not understand the extent of 
how these issues impact their students and affect students’ school performances. 

 
This booklet was developed to provide educators with basic information about 
foster, kinship, and adoption-related issues and the effect they might have on 
students, as well as suggestions on how educators can assist and advocate for 
these students and create a positive environment in schools.  (IAFPA 4) 

 
Provisos 

 
1. This presentation was developed by two organizations with expertise in the field of 

adoption, and therefore the primary emphasis is on children who were adopted.  
These organizations are: Colorado Coalition of Adoptive Families (COCAF) and 
Colorado Post-Adoption Resource Center (COPARC).  COPARC is funded by the 
Colorado Department of Human Services in partnership with The Adoption 
Exchange.  However, during this process it became clear that the issues presented 
can also apply to children in foster care and those living in kinship families; we are 
terming these diverse families.  Although the presentation generally refers to children 
who were adopted, please keep in mind that the discussion is relevant to children 
living in diverse families – those in adoptive, foster, and kinship homes.   

 
2. The majority of children who were adopted are thriving – some studies indicate that 

they are performing better in certain areas than peers who were not adopted.  (Evan 
B. Donaldson Adoption Institute and C.A.S.E, September 2006)   However, some 
children who suffered trauma prior to their adoption, whether through exposure to 
drugs, abuse, and/or neglect, are dealing with emotional and developmental 
difficulties that negatively and significantly impact their school performance and 
experiences.  This presentation was developed to explain the unique circumstances 
of these children and provide educators with tools to support them specifically.  As 
adoptive parents, we understand the fine line between identifying the need to discuss 
this critical issue with educators and not biasing attitudes towards adoptive families 
and their children as a whole.  If you have any concerns about this presentation with 
respect to this issue, please contact us at:  
postadopt@adoptex.org            or       cocafcave@yahoo.com 
 

3. We gratefully acknowledge the expertise of and information developed by: 
The Center for Adoption Support and Education, Inc. (C.A.S.E.) 
Iowa Foster and Adoptive Parent’s Association (IFAPA) 

However, all errors are our own. 
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II. Foster Care Facts and Figures 
 
Did you know? 
 
• 463,000 children in foster care in the US   (AFCARS 2008) 
• 68% of foster children are school age   (AFCARS 2008) 
• Foster children: 

o Have higher rates of grade retention 
o Have lower scores on standardized tests 
o Have higher absenteeism, tardiness, truancy, and dropout rates 
o Are more likely to be suspended or expelled  
o May have poor social skills 

(National Conference of State Legislators 2000) 
 
On average, children in foster care change home placements 1 to 2 times per 
year: 

• A 2001 study of more than 4,500 children/youth in WA State foster care 
found that, at both the elementary and secondary levels, students in care 
changed schools twice as often during the school year as youth not in 
foster care;   

• In a 2000 New York study of 70 children/youth in foster care, more than 
75% had to change schools when they were placed in care, and almost 
65% were transferred in the middle of the school year; 

• A 2004 Chapin Hall study of almost 16,000 foster children/youth in the 
Chicago Public School system found that more than 2/3rds were required 
to switch schools after initial placement in foster care; 

• A 2004-05 three-state study of youth emancipating from foster care found 
that over 1/3 of the young adults reported having had five or more school 
changes (Chapin Hall Midwest Study);  

• A nationwide Casey Family Programs study of 1,082 foster care alumni 
found that 68% had attended 3 or more different elementary schools, and 
33% had attended 5 or more. 

 
Some of the negative effects of school mobility include: 

• Child may be developmentally delayed 
• Child may have higher rates of learning disabilities 
• Child may require more special education 
• Child may have trouble adapting to continuous change 
• Child may have difficulty learning due to trauma 

 
Results of studies show: 

• A 1996 study of students in the Chicago Public Schools found that by 6th 
grade, students who had changed schools more than 3 times lost 
approximately one year of educational progress; 
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• 67% of foster care youth in the Chapin Hill Midwest Study had been 
suspended from school at least once compared to 28% in a national 
sample of general population youth; 17% in the study had been expelled 
compared to 5% of the general population sample; 

• The 2001 WA State study found that children/youth in foster care who 
attended public schools scored 16 to 20 percentile points below non-foster 
youth on standardized tests in grades 3, 6, and 9; 

• Poor social skills; 
• Higher grade retention, utilization of special education services, dropout 

rates. 
(National Working Group on Foster Care and Education September 2007) 
 
 
The Life of a Foster Child May Include: 
 

• Grief and Loss:  All children who enter foster care experience grief and 
loss due to the separation from their biological family.  This happens 
whether or not the child has an abusive or neglectful background.  It 
happens even to babies, who have had 9 months in utero to get used to 
the sounds and rhythms of their biological mother.  They even know the 
smell of their mother after birth. 

 
• Fear and Anxiety:  Children who enter foster care experience fear and 

anxiety.  They are placed with people who have been licensed because 
the agency thinks that they can provide a safe place for a child.  However, 
the child does not understand this and needs to learn to trust the new 
adult(s) in their lives.  Some of the children who come into care have not 
attached well to anyone in their family.   

 
• Multiple Placements:  Children often experience multiple placements.  

Placement changes happen for a variety of reasons.  For example, foster 
parents may decide to leave the program; children with difficult behaviors 
or specific medical needs may need to be moved to homes better suited to 
their needs; or children may be moved to be with a sibling or need to be 
moved away from an abusive sibling.  These placements make 
attachment and trust much more difficult for foster children.   

 
• Difficulty Trusting Adults:  Many of our foster children have no reason to 

trust adults and this makes it difficult when they are in school, where most 
children generally trust teachers.  It’s important to remember that in order 
to survive, both emotionally and physically, children have had to rely on 
only themselves…why would they trust adults…even teachers or foster 
parents. It is only through patience, time, good parenting, and teamwork 
with those who care about the child that the child can come to trust adults 
at all. 
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• Fragmentation of services due to moves:  Services available to the 
child who moves from place to place – school, therapy, medication, 
physician’s care – are fragmented, and at times end up being worthless as 
the fearful child moves from place to place with no clear sense of who will 
take care of him or her.  Records are lost as well as other important 
information that may help the next teacher, caregiver, or foster parent with 
the child. 

 
III. Kinship Care Facts and Figures 

 
Did you know? 
 

• 112,634 children living in foster care with kin   (AFCARS 2008) 
• 16,793 children adopted by relatives   (AFCARS 2008) 
• 2.3 million total children lived with kin in 1999   (Urban Institute 2000)    
• Kin providers are generally grandparents who are more likely to be low 

income 
 

Most of these children are not in the system, but are in extended family care 
situations.  For some of these children, this is part of the traditional way their 
families have always lived.  For others, this is an unexpected situation based on 
parental drug and alcohol abuse, mental health issues, or incarceration.   
 
The emphasis in child welfare at this time is in placing children with kin.  Family 
members who do not want children to remain in the system take them into their 
homes.  Often they are unprepared for children who have lived a traumatic life, 
sometimes they do not know the children well, if at all, and since many are 
grandparents, finances are often an issue. As family members take on the role of 
parents in the child’s life, their previous role (as a grandparent, aunt, uncle, etc) 
changes. The family member often experiences their own sense of loss as this 
role changes. The child can feel a sense of split loyalty between the biological 
parent and the relative taking the role of the parent in their life. Children must see 
the relative as the parent and their biological parent as the supportive relative. 
These dynamics, and their affects on the child and the kinship provider, are often 
unrealized by others.   (For more information on this topic, refer to Relatives 
Raising Children: An Overview of Kinship Care by Joseph Crumbley). 
 
Challenges of Kinship Care and School Performance 
 
Older kin may: 

• Have fewer resources to provide for children 
• Have health problems 
• Not be able to help children with school work 
• Be unfamiliar with how important it is to communicate with school 

educators 
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One of the challenges for school personnel is to understand that kinship families 
are rarely ready to take the children in.   It is rare that there is not some 
ambivalence about taking in the children, even for those with the best of 
intentions. 
 
Often kin are older and may not have many resources to provide for children.  
They may have health problems that make it difficult for them to attend school 
functions, and they may not be able to help children with school work due to their 
own poor histories of education or different styles of learning. School curriculum 
has changed drastically in the past 20 years. For example, kindergarten used to 
consist of playtime, crafts, nap time and recess. Now kids have full day 
kindergarten that is very academically based and they are learning to read from 
the beginning of school.  There are many subjects or methods of teaching that 
kinship providers may be unfamiliar with.  

 
Since participation in the school is expected now more than ever before, some 
grandparents may need to be helped to understand this important change.  They 
may not be resistive to partnering with the school; they may just need to be 
taught. This may be difficult if they lack the support to help with childcare while 
they attend school functions. Another obstacle could be children who do not want 
it publicized that their grandparent is their primary parent.  
 
 

IV. Adoption Facts and Figures 
 
Did You Know? 
 

• 64% of American adults say they have some connection with adoption, 
meaning that they themselves, a family member, or a close friend was 
adopted, had adopted a child, or had placed a child for adoption.  (Evan B. 
Donaldson Adoption Institute and the Dave Thomas Foundation for 
Adoption 1997)  

 
• It is estimated that about 1 million children in the United States live with 

adoptive parents and that between 2% to 4% of American families 
include a child who was adopted.  (Stolley 1993) 

 
• According to the US Census (2006), one in 25 households with children has 

at least one child who was adopted.  (Riley and Smith 2006, 3) 
 

• In a 2007 survey by the Colorado Post-Adoption Resource Center 
(COPARC), 38% of families with school age children who responded to 
the survey reported they had run into difficulties with respect to 
adoption issues in the educational system. (COPARC 2007) 
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• In the same 2007 COPARC survey, 68% of families responding stated 
they would like to see more awareness of adoption issues in the 
classroom and/or the educational system. (COPARC 2007) 

 
• Currently in the state of Colorado, there are approximately 8196 children 

in foster care and 1546 children waiting to be adopted.  (CDHS 2007) 
 
Types of Adoption 

 
• Domestic Infant Adoption –  This is the private adoption of an newborn or 

infant (birth to two years) in the US.  Usually, the birth mother has the 
option to choose the adoptive family. 

 
• Waiting Children Adoption – Often times this is referred to as fost/adopt or 

foster care adoption because the children are in the foster care system 
awaiting an adoptive family.  With this type of adoption, a child is placed in 
a fost/adopt family and the birth parents' rights have not yet been severed 
by the court or the birth parents may be appealing the court's decision, but 
the foster parents agree to adopt the child if/when parental rights are 
terminated. This is called a legal-risk placement.  Social workers place the 
child with specially-trained fost/adopt parents who will work with the child 
during family reunification efforts, but who will adopt the child if the child 
becomes available for adoption. The main reason for making such a 
placement is to spare the child another move.  In Colorado, fost/adopt can 
also include the placement of children with fost/adopt families where the 
birth parent’s rights HAVE been terminated.  This is called a legally-free 
placement. 

 
• International Adoption - These adoptions involve children who were born 

in a country other than where the adoptive parents reside or are citizens, 
or who are citizens of a country other than where they live. These 
adoptions not only involve the normal state and federal laws that apply to 
all domestic adoptions, but they also are affected by the laws of foreign 
countries and international treaties.  They also require immigration 
approvals from the United States Immigration and Naturalization Service. 

 
Adoption Terminology 
 
What we say and the words we use communicate a lot about what we value and 
how we think. By being aware of the terms we use and by consistently using  
positive adoption terminology, we convey that adoption is as valid a way to build  
a family as birth.  Here are few things to think about: 
 
An adoption plan is a well thought out course of action that the birth parent 
takes to ensure that their child is placed in the best possible circumstances.  
 



Family Diversity in Education: Foster Care, Kinship Care, Adoption and Schools 
First Edition: December 2009 

 

8 

The phrase “put up for adoption” originated in the early 1900s when orphaned 
children became a problem in society. There were so many orphans that they 
often became beggars, thieves, and gang members as a means of survival.  A 
plan was devised to send these children on trains going west. In each town in 
which the train stopped, the children were PUT UP on the platform and local 
citizens were able to choose a child. The image of children standing on platforms 
being chosen by strangers is not a positive one. 
 
If we refer to biological or birth parents as “natural” or “real” we convey that 
the adoptive parent is “unnatural” or “unreal.”    
 
Biological or birth children also are sometimes referred to as our "real" 
children, which would make a child who was adopted feel like they don't belong 
or that something is different about them, in a negative way. Along these same 
lines, when people use the phrase “we couldn’t have biological children, so we 
decided to adopt” it conveys that adoption is a less significant option to building a 
family.   
 
A child born to parents who are not married should not be referred to as 
illegitimate. This tells a child that they are not legitimate/genuine/valid.  The 
circumstances surrounding their birth or the way they came into the world should 
not have a bearing in how their value is defined as an individual.  
 
The words foreign and alien are often interchangeable. However the connotation 
for a child can bring up images of creatures from outer space. The word foreign 
is also synonymous with someone who is strange or unfamiliar. International 
clearly denotes that a child came to the country they were placed in from some 
other country.   
 
Birth parents who make the choice to place their child for adoption, do so out of 
a heartfelt desire to put their child’s needs before their own and do what is in their 
child’s best interest. This decision is made after much soul searching and can 
often be very painful. To say that birth parents “gave their child up” sends the 
message that the birth parents did not want to parent, when that is often not the 
case at all. It also conveys to the child that he/she was not worthy of being kept 
and in turn was “given away.” 
 
A child who is told he/she is handicapped may view him/herself very differently 
than a child who is told he/she has special needs.  
 
When birth parents decide to place their child for adoption, that process includes 
the termination of their parental rights. Just because birth parents’ rights are 
legally terminated, does not mean that they have given up on their child or stop 
loving their child. To say their child was taken away indicates that the birth 
parents did something terribly wrong to jeopardize their child’s safety. Even in 
cases where birth parents have had their rights terminated by the court system, 
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it’s important to not say that the child was taken away because that is very 
personal and something that should be sensitively discussed with the child at a 
time when he/she is old enough to learn about that information.  
 
“Is adopted” conveys the identity of the child now, versus how he/she came to 
be a part of their family. Once he/she is adopted, his/her identity should be that of 
a child in the family, like all the other children. In referring to the child being 
adopted, it is more appropriate to say “he/she was adopted at age….”   
 (Linenberger 2005) 
 
Positive Adoption Language 
 
Educators clearly want to do well for all the children whose lives they shape – it is 
the principal reason they choose teaching as their professional career. But they 
receive no systematic training in two important aspects of many students’ lives: 
adoption and foster care. As a result they may inadvertently use language, teach 
lesson plans, and/or display attitudes that can hurt children’s feelings, perpetuate 
inaccurate stereotypes, and transmit the message that some families (i.e. those 
formed through biology) are more normal and acceptable than others.  (Riley and 
Smith 2006, 2)   
 
The terms educators use can unknowingly convey hurtful or judgmental 
messages.  Positive adoption terminology can prevent misunderstandings about 
the message certain words and terms send to others.   
 
Below is a list of commonly used adoption terms: 
 
Positive Language Negative Language 
Adoption plan Put up for adoption 
Adoption triad Adoption triangle 
Biological parent/Birth parent Natural/real parent 
Biological child/Birth child Own child 
Born to unmarried parents Illegitimate 
Child placed for adoption Unwanted child/gave up child 
Child with special needs Handicapped child 
Parental rights terminated Child taken away 
International adoption Foreign adoption 
Interracial Mixed race 
My child Adopted child 
Parent Adoptive parent 
Search Track down parents 
To parent To keep 
Waiting child Available child 
Was adopted Is adopted  
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Core Issues of Adoption   
 
The term “core issues of adoption” is used by clinicians to refer to the long-term 
emotional effects experienced by many persons who have been adopted.  The 
core issues that have been identified are briefly described below along with 
actions educators might take to alleviate some of the negative emotions many 
children who were adopted experience.  Keep in mind that these same issues 
affect children in foster or kinship care. 
   
Loss 
• All adoptees have experienced the loss of their birth family and other early 

important relationships and, in some cases, related losses such as loss of 
culture, religion, racial and ethnic connections, and medical information.  Loss 
is not a single event but a series of ongoing events since events like 
birthdays, Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, and holidays can be reminders of the 
loss and its ongoing nature. 

 
• Educators can help children by understanding that these events can be 

triggers for emotional and behavioral reactions and by acknowledging the loss 
these children experience. 

 
Rejection 
• Adoptees often view their adoption as total rejection by parents, families of 

origin, even cultures or countries.  They feel they were unlovable, unworthy, 
unwanted.   

 
• Educators can help build children’s self-esteem by focusing on their strengths 

to help overcome the feelings of rejection. 
 
Guilt and shame 
• Many adoptees feel guilt over the belief they committed an offense that 

resulted in their being placed for adoption (i.e., responsible for behavior that 
resulted in abuse or for reporting abuse to the authorities).  They may feel 
guilt or shame because of what has happened (i.e., being sexually abused) or 
because of the family from which they came (i.e., parents who do bad things 
and thus, so will they). 

 
• Educators can help children correct misperceptions the child might have; the 

children were not responsible.  Educators can remember to praise a child for 
the positive behaviors he/she has in class and the progress shown in his/her 
school work.  
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Grief 
• Losses need to be grieved, and this is difficult in adoption where loss is often 

not recognized. 
 
• Educators can allow children to express their grief and be patient listeners.   
 
Identity 
• Children who were adopted often wonder who they really are and where they 

belong.  Are they more like their birth family or their adoptive family? 
 
• Educators can support the child’s sense of where he/she came from and who 

he/she is by offering adoption sensitive assignments which are inclusive of 
adoptive families (i.e. the family tree assignment – see Resources at the end 
of this publication.) 

 
Intimacy and Relationships 
• Ongoing losses, coupled with feelings of rejection, shame, and grief and 

difficulty in establishing identity, may interfere with children who were adopted 
developing satisfying relationships among peers and with teachers. 

 
• Educators can be patient, understanding, and supportive as children learn to 

trust and form secure relationships. 
 
Control 
• Adoptees need to come to terms with the fact that they had no control over 

the loss of their birth family and no or little choice in their adoptive placement.  
The sense of lack of control may affect sense of control over other aspects of 
their lives; they may view themselves as powerless victims in many ways. 

 
• Educators can give their students appropriate choices and responsibilities, 

avoiding struggles over power and control.  Educators may want to focus on 
building problem-solving skills to help children develop a sense of control.  
(Silverstein and Rosen 1999) 
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V. Brain Development 

0708_v1 COCAF & COPARC Adoption & the 
Schools  Presentation
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Trauma Affects Brain 
Development

Cortex 
Arrives blue-print only
Developed

Limbic/Midbrain
Carries blue-print only

Brainstem
Arrives hard-wired and on-line
Primitive processes

 
 
The Brain develops from simple to complex, from the brainstem to the cortex.  
Early experiences “program” the brain, including in-utero experiences.  The 
developing fetus shares the biochemistry of the biological mother.   
 
A child is born with billions of brain cells and connections between them.  
Experiences in the early years of a child’s development involve strengthening 
some of these connections and losing others.  This happens through sensory-
motor experiences in the early years.  A child takes in information through the 
senses and through motor activity creating neural connections – those that are 
used get strengthened, those that are not get deleted.  High emotional content 
strengthens these neural connections.  This is why neglect is so devastating in 
the early years of development.  Abuse and trauma involve high emotional 
content and create strong neural connections.  The feelings and the responses to 
abuse or trauma  become ingrained patterns. These form the way a child 
thinks/reacts to certain events. 
 
Brain-Stem - Responsible for Survival/Biological Responses:  Heart Rate, 
Temperature, Blood Pressure, Arousal States.  
Early in-utero or childhood trauma may program the child to be in a constant 
state of arousal, with elevated physiological responses.  
 
Behaviors may include:  Hypervigilance, distractibility, “fight, flight, freeze, or 
fright” states, excessive motor activity, and high cortisol levels.  The child may be 
experiencing sleep disturbances/poor sleep-wake cycle. 
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Limbic/Mid Brain - Responsible for Emotion, Attachment, Affect Regulation. 
An infant does not have the ability to regulate his/her own emotions.  This is 
learned and developed through attachment with the caregiver.  Through nurturing 
and soothing interaction with the caregiver, the infant/toddler learns to go in and 
out of intense emotional states and eventually learns to self-regulate.  Until self-
regulation occurs, the child is basically “borrowing regulation” from the parent.  
When an infant has abusive or neglectful caregivers, the child does not learn the 
ability to regulate emotions, does not learn to attach, does not learn to handle 
stress or trauma, and may over-react to stressful situations or may shut down 
emotionally. 
 
Behaviors may include:  Temper tantrums, rages, clinging behavior, avoidant 
behavior, oppositional defiant behavior, difficulty comprehending and/or 
responding to others feelings or needs or desires, poor impulse control, and 
egocentric tendencies. 
 
Cortex - Responsible for Abstract Reasoning, Complex Language.  
This is the last part of the brain to develop.  Delays or difficulties in the lower 
levels of brain development contribute to problems in abstract reasoning and 
complex language usage. If the brainstem and the limbic/midbrain portions of the 
brain are activated, the cortex does not function well. Think about times when 
you were highly emotional or in a “panic” mode. Were you able to think clearly 
and logically? 
 
Behaviors may include:  Difficulty with sequential processing, focusing, memory 
deficits, poor comprehension of social rules/expectations, faulty logic, difficulty 
separating fact from fantasy, difficulty with cause-and-effect thinking.  
 
 

VI. Trauma 
 
All children who were adopted or in foster care experience some type of trauma 
in their lives.  Be it abuse and neglect, loss of birth family, or loss of culture and 
country, trauma does occur.  This trauma greatly affects the child and his/her 
development. 
 
Children who enter the child welfare system have been traumatized – first by the 
original trauma that brought them into care (abuse, neglect, abandonment, drug 
use) and then by the separation, and then by placement with strangers.  We ask 
that a child go on with life as if nothing has happened – school, homework, play, 
chores, bedtime – but the child is experiencing various feelings in his/her body 
that makes this more difficult. 
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Some tips about TRAUMA: 
• Trauma early in life changes brain chemistry. 
• The brain becomes “hardwired” in survival mode. 
• If trauma response occurs in a child, he/she is not “remembering” the 

trauma, he/she is “re-experiencing” the trauma. 
 
Trauma can manifest itself in many ways.  Some of those include: 

• Difficulty sleeping 
• Fearfulness 
• Depression 
• Phobia 
• Somatic complaints 
• Distractibility 
• Guilt 

• Regression 
• Hyper vigilance 
• Hypertension 
• Aggressiveness 
• Angry outbursts 
• Reenacting trauma 
• Toileting issues 

 
Note that these are body sensations, not just psychological symptoms.  The 
child’s hypervigilance creates a situation for him/her in which his/her trauma 
response may easily be triggered if anything reminds him/her of the trauma or of 
his/her fear.   
 
None of us are at our best when we are extremely anxious and stressed.  Most 
healthy adults have coping skills.  Traumatized children have few.  Many of the 
behaviors that are seen in school reflect the fact that these children are unable to 
master their trauma or talk it out, so they act it out. 
 
 
Critical Points for Educators 
 

• The topic of adoption can be emotional—children can only integrate a 
small amount of information at a time. 

• Many children experienced trauma prior to adoption (abuse/neglect, 
interrupted attachments, prenatal drug & alcohol exposure). 

• Trauma—doesn’t stop when you are adopted.  There is no quick fix while 
working through adoption issues. 

• Early trauma can have a significant affect on a child’s school readiness 
and academic capabilities, even if he/she is in a stable adoptive home, 
and regardless of the length of time since adoption. 

 
Significant trauma can take years to work through and can continue to affect a 
child’s ability and motivation to learn.  
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VII. Sensory Processing Disorders 

Sensory processing (sometimes called "sensory integration") is a term that refers 
to the way the nervous system receives messages from the senses and turns 
them into responses.  Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD) is a condition that 
exists when sensory signals don't get organized into appropriate responses. The 
disorder may lead one child to over-respond to sensation and another to under-
respond. These sensory issues can drive some children to seek sensation (which 
can look like hyperactivity) and others to avoid sensation (which can look like 
aggression or withdrawal).   (Sensorying Processing Disorder Foundation) 

Some of the behavioral issues seen in children with SPD include:  
 

• Hitting     
• Pushing 
• Yelling 
• Fighting with peers 
• Difficulty transitioning from 

one activity to another 
• Excessive energy levels 
• Excessive fears 
 

• Refusal to partake in normal 
childhood experiences 

• Picky eaters 
• Frequent tantrums or 

meltdowns 
• Difficulty socially 
• Extreme sensitivities 

Two of the most common problems teachers see is a child's lack of focus, and 
the inability to sit/stand for an appropriate length of time to effectively learn.  
Children with a sensory processing disorder often "under register" movement. 
Their bodies just can't seem to get enough or get the right amount at the right 
time to endure tasks that require focus and concentration. Whether the child is 
experiencing sensory overload which will make concentrating and learning 
difficult, or they need more sensory input to help them stay on task, there are 
modifications, techniques, and treatment you can implement within the classroom 
which will help children with sensory processing disorders to succeed 
academically and socially.  (Sensory Processing Disorder Resource Center) 

Research shows that approximately 1 in 20 children exhibit diagnostic symptoms 
of SPD. SPD in children is often treated with occupational therapy. The goal of 
treatment is to get neural interchanges to flow smoothly so the child can 
successfully participate in the normal activities of their daily life.  
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VIII. Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder 
 
There is a range of effects due to maternal alcohol use during pregnancy.  These are 
life long. 
 
“FASD is not a diagnostic term.  It includes conditions such as: 

• Fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS) – a pattern of neurologic, behavioral, and 
cognitive deficits, as well as specific facial features (smooth philtrum, small 
palpebral fissures, thin upper lip) 

• Alcohol-related neurodevelopmental disorder (ARND) – neurologic 
abnormalities such as problems with memory and motor skills 

• Alcohol-related birth defects (ARBD) – defects in the skeletal and major organ 
systems 

 
“Imaging studies have shown structural changes in various regions of the brain.  
These changes contribute to a lack of understanding that manifest behaviorally.  For 
example, persons with FASD may have difficulty with executive function and have 
trouble with problem solving and planning. 
 
“Students with FASD may have many learning challenges, such as: 
 

• Visual and auditory processing problems 
• Difficulty with reading comprehension 
• Memory problems 
• Attention deficits 
• Sensitivity to sensory input 
• Problems with social behaviors 
• Problems following multiple directions/rules 
• Difficultly with math and abstract reasoning 
• Inability to understand cause and effect 
• Difficulty with organizing tasks and materials 

 
“Due to auditory processing problems, these students may not respond to traditional 
teaching methods, such as lectures.  They may act out in frustration because they do 
not understand what is going on.  They may “melt down” due to sensory overload and 
may fidget a lot.  They may struggle in math class.  
 
“Most do not learn from punishment because they cannot generalize rules.  In 
addition, many have impulse control problems.  Children with FASD typically lack 
social skills, such as listening, asking for help, waiting their turn, and sharing.  
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“Eight Magic Keys:  
Developing Successful interventions for Students with FAS 

 
“While there is no recommended ‘cookbook approach’ to working with students with 
FAS, there are strategies that work, based on the following guidelines: 
 
1.  Concrete – Students with FAS do well when parents and educators talk in concrete 
terms, don’t use words with double meanings, idioms, etc.  Because their social-
emotional understanding is far below their chronological age, it helps to ‘think 
younger’ when providing assistance, giving instructions, etc. 
 
2.  Consistency – Because of the difficulty students with FAS experience trying to 
generalize learning from one situation to another, they do best in an environment with 
few changes.  This includes language.  Teachers and parents can coordinate with 
each other to use the same words for key phrases and oral directions. 
 
3.  Repetition – Students with FAS have chronic short-term memory problems; they 
forget things they want to remember as well as information that has been learned and 
retained for a period of time.  In order for something to make it to long term memory, it 
may simply need to be re-taught and re-taught. 
 
4.  Routine – Stable routines that don’t change from day to day will make it easier for 
students with FAS to know what to expect next and decrease their anxiety, enabling 
them to learn.   
 
5.  Simplicity – Remember to keep it short and sweet (KISS method).  Students with 
FAS are easily overstimulated, leading to ‘shutdown’ at which point no more 
information can be assimilated.  Therefore, a simple environment is the foundation for 
an effective school program. 
 
6.  Specific – Say exactly what you mean.  Remember that students with FAS have 
difficulty with abstractions, generalization, and not being able to ‘fill in the blanks’ 
when given a direction.  Tell them step by step what to do, developing appropriate 
habit patterns. 
 
7.  Structure – Structure is the ‘glue’ that makes the world make sense for a student 
with FAS.  If this glue is taken away, the walls fall down!  A student with FAS achieves 
and is successful because their world provides the appropriate structure as a 
permanent foundation. 
 
8.  Supervision – Because of their cognitive challenges, students with FAS bring a 
naïveté to daily life situations.  They need constant supervision, as with much younger 
children, to develop habit patterns of appropriate behavior.  
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“When a situation with a student with FAS is confusing and the intervention is not 
working, then:   

 
• Stop action! 
• Observe. 
• Listen carefully to find out where he/she is stuck. 
• Ask:  What is hard?  What would help?” 

 
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration, SAMHSA, Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders Center 
for Excellence) 

 
 

IX. Attachment 
 

“Because attachment’s effects are so complex, it is important to remember that in its 
simplest definition, attachment is a relationship.  But what a personality-defining 
relationship it is!” 
(Gray, 2002) 
 
 
What is Attachment/Attachment Disorder? 
 
“Attachment – the ‘give and take’ relationship between a child and his or her parents 
or primary caregiver – is the foundation for a child’s healthy behavioral, social, 
emotional, and neurological development.  A healthy attachment teaches a child to 
trust and to form healthy relationships throughout his or her life.  The concept of 
attachment is not new; it has been researched and discussed since the 1950s.   
 
“Attachment disorder is a treatable condition characterized by problems with the 
formation of emotional attachment to others.  Children with this condition have had 
problems or serious disruption in early childhood parent-child relationships.  These 
problems have affected the child’s social, emotional, and behavioral systems. 
 
“Symptoms may include inability to give or receive affection; an inability to empathize 
with others or feel remorse; destructive behavior; lying, cheating, and stealing; 
attempting to manipulate others; preoccupation with fire, blood, and gore; cruelty to 
animals; and indiscriminate affection toward strangers. 
 
“Sadly, many children throughout the world do not benefit from adequate parenting 
during their early years.  Their foundation for healthy development is damaged so 
they have difficulty in forming loving, lasting, intimate relationships.  This condition, 
known as attachment disorder, can be triggered by abuse, 
neglect, abandonment, separation from birth parents, birth trauma, maternal 
depression, chronic illness, frequent moves and placements, and even divorce. 
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“Parents find that children with this condition are less responsive to direction, less 
eager to please, and more aggressive.  These children are at increased risk for 
serious psychological problems in adolescence and adulthood.  Proper diagnosis and 
treatment will help change the future for these children – and for our society.” 
         (www.attach.org) 
Attachment: 

• Attachment varies over time 
• Attachment varies from person to person 
• Attachment is affected by life experiences 
• Attachment is affected by our response to life experiences 
• There are various styles of attachment 
• Relatively few people are unattached 

 
Attachment is Essential: 

• It forms the template for future relationships 
• It defines a child’s identity 
• It provides the child’s view of themselves and of the world (their working model) 
• It regulates their emotions 
• It helps a child develop cause and effect thinking 
• It helps a child develop a conscience and the capacity for empathy 

 
How Attachment Develops  
 
The following patterns repeated hundreds of times daily create neurological 
connections that become the blueprint for future relationships, for handling stress and 
emotions, and for the child’s view of him/herself and his/her place in the world. 
 

First year of life cycle: 
• Child has a need (such as hunger or discomfort) and 

is highly aroused 
• Consistent, loving, parent responds, meeting need 

(through touch, eye contact, movement, food, 
nurturing care) 

• Child learns to trust 
 

Second year of life cycle: 
• Child has a want or demand        
• Child expresses this through rage or tantrum 
• Parent sets reasonable limits 
• Child accepts limits 
• Child trusts parents’ limits and gains increasing independence 
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X. Working Models 
 
These interactions, repeated millions of times, 
become neurological pathways in the brain of the 
child and become “working models” or “belief 
systems” that affect future behavior.  A child’s view of 
himself/herself and his/her relationship to the world is 
formed through these early childhood experiences.  
This becomes their “working model,” the filter that 
helps interpret any future events.  Understanding a 
child’s “working model” is essential for interpreting his/her behavior.   
 
“Positive working model:         vs.         Negative working model: 
I am worthwhile/wanted.                I am worthless. 
I am safe.             I am unsafe. 
I am capable.            I am impotent. 
My caregiver is available.         My caregiver is unresponsive 

(insensitive). 
My caregiver is responsive. My caregiver is unreliable 

(inaccessible). 
My caregiver meets my needs. My caregiver is threatening, dangerous, 

rejecting.“ 
(Delaney 2006) 
 
A child whose needs are lovingly, consistently, effectively met develops a positive 
working model.  He believes he is safe, worthwhile and capable of affecting his 
environment.  He believes his caregivers are there, ready and willing to meet his 
needs. 
 
A child whose needs are not regularly met, or who sometimes experiences anger and 
abuse, begins to view himself as unsafe, worthless and incapable of affecting his 
environment.  His view of caregivers is that they are not available, can’t be relied on 
and may even be rejecting and dangerous.  This becomes the filter through which all 
future experiences are processed. 
 
Behavior change must include helping to correct self-defeating working models and 
substituting these with positive “working models.”  This is why Cognitive Behavior 
Therapy is an effective tool. 
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Survival Strategies in Children that Become Personality Traits 
 
Children who suffer abuse or neglect in their early years develop survival skills to 
cope.  These are the neurological patterns that have developed in response to their 
early life experiences.  Left untreated, these survival strategies become ingrained 
personality traits. 
 

• Exercise of power and control/hyper-vigilance 
• Self-Parenting 
• Manipulative/push away behavior 
• Constant chatter, motion 
• Abnormal eating and speech patterns 
• Lying, stealing, cheating 
• Lack of cause and effect thinking 
• Lack of empathy, conscience, genuine affection 
• Superficially charming and engaging 
• Cruel and/or destructive behavior 
 

When living with children exhibiting the above behaviors, parents may appear 
unreasonably angry or hostile. 
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XI. Adoption Trauma Triggers and Helpful Strategies 
 

 
Trigger Anticipation Damage Control 

Child loses favorite 
friend or, in 
adolescence, 
significant other 

Empathize with feelings of loss. 
 
Ensure child has accurate 
information. 

Be available to talk to if child 
needs someone. 
Observe and supervise 
adolescent closely for signs of 
serious depression. 

Grandparent or other 
significant person in a 
child’s life dies 

Empathize with feelings of loss. 
 
Ensure child has accurate 
information. 

Empathize with feelings of 
loss. 
Encourage child to write a 
letter, draw a picture, 
compose music or poetry that 
commemorates importance of 
relationship. 

Family moves Acknowledge that there will be 
negative feelings about moving; 
do not try to “sell” the move by 
speaking only in positive terms.  
Help child gather as much 
concrete information about new 
location as possible. 

Assure connections to 
previous friends and teachers 
through email, letters, and 
photos if possible. 

School assignments Prepare options for family 
tree/history and other 
assignments to include children 
who were adopted and which is 
respectful to their past. 

Assist child in completing 
assignments in creative ways 
(see ideas under assignment 
section of booklet).  
Communicate with adoptive 
parents prior to assignments. 

Parents divorce Be prepared that this can trigger 
previous memories off loss and 
grief.  Notify other school 
personnel who have regular 
interactions with the child. 

Assure that the child 
understands he/she is not 
responsible for the loss of 
another parent. 

Insensitive comments 
from friends or 
strangers 

Be aware that insensitive 
comments about adoption can 
trigger reactions in children who 
were adopted. 

While it is not appropriate to 
educate the world at the 
expense of the child’s privacy, 
the educator should be ready 
to step in to help the child 
who was adopted with 
appropriate responses and be 
willing to talk with the child 
about how to handle such 
comments in the future. 
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Trigger Anticipation Damage Control 
Movies or other media 
with adoption, trauma  
or mixed family themes 

Preview the movie or TV 
program to discover potential 
questions that may be raised by 
students or to imagine how the 
content might affect a child who 
has been adopted. 

Use the media to compare 
and contrast with the students 
various experiences about 
families and adoption. 
 
Provide positive or 
appropriate books and stories 
with adoption and non-
traditional family themes. 

School transitions Be aware that new students 
come to your school through a 
variety of changes in their 
lives…including adoption. 

Recognize that for a child who 
has experienced multiple 
moves or transitions may be 
difficult. 
 
Help child build new 
connections and friendships. 
 
Provide support. 

Holidays Discuss various holiday 
traditions and give examples.  
Explain that all families 
celebrate in different ways. 
 
Be aware that holidays can be 
reminders of birth families or of 
traumatic events in a child’s life. 

Incorporate holiday traditions 
from various cultures and 
backgrounds into the 
classroom. 
 
Talk with family and be 
informed of child’s responses 
to certain dates or events. 
 

Issues from child’s 
prediction path 
(placement history, 
abuse/neglect history) 

Understand that child may have 
“time clock” of anticipated 
length of time with each family 
he has lived with, based on 
placement history. As the end of 
his time “allotment” with each 
family approaches, child may 
experience extreme anxiety. 
 
Use support groups and 
counseling for child 
maltreatment victims, post 
adoption support as needed. 

Talk with family and be 
informed of child’s patterns 
and history. 
 
Be sensitive to all losses and 
transitions. 
 
Talk privately about history.  
Understand that child can 
only grasp portions of his/her 
history at each telling and at 
each developmental level. 

 
Principles to remember for children who were adopted (regardless of situation 
or event): 

• Be sensitive to the child’s feeling of loss.   “Loss is the stage on which the 
drama of adoption is played.” (Jean Pierre Bourguignon) 

• Allow the child to have self-control, whenever possible. 
• Be honest and realistic in all communication about adoption. 
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XII.  Types of Behaviors Seen in the Classroom 
 
Some typical behaviors or issues might include: 

• Disordered Attachment/Weak Family Integration 
• Hyperactivity & Distractibility 
• Relational Problems/Social Skills Deficits 
• Behavioral Issues 
• Moodiness 
• Lack of Emotional Control 
• Memory & Processing Difficulties 
• Trauma Responses 

 
It is important not to associate a particular behavior with a diagnosis or to medicate 
just because of a behavior.  Behaviors can be indicative of many different issues or 
disorders, so understanding the underlying cause of the disorder is essential.  A 
thorough assessment can be helpful to sort out the cause of behaviors.  It is also 
important not to assume there are family difficulties because of a child’s behavior. 
 

 
XIII. Child’s Development and Understanding of Adoption 

 
Most educators are familiar with Erikson’s Developmental Stages, however, not as 
many are familiar how that development relates to a child’s understanding of 
adoption.  Below is a table, developed by The Center for Adoption Support and 
Education, to help guide educators. 
 

ADOPTED STUDENT STUDENT WHO WAS NOT ADOPTED 
AGES 0-4 
 
Generally does not realize differences. 
   
If child does notice them, likes to point them out. 
   
Feels OK about adoption and thinks story is special. 

 
 
Generally does not realize differences. 
 
If child does notice them, likes to point them out. 
 
Feels OK about adoption and thinks story is special. 

AGES 5-6 
 
Child begins to ask many questions about babies, 
birth, differences. 
 
Likes adoption story, but does not understand.  
Wonders about concepts of adoption.  Feels some 
differences, especially if in multicultural family. 
 
Tells most people he/she was adopted. 

 
 
Child begins to ask many questions about babies, 
birth, differences. 
 
Does not understand adoption, but wonders about it 
when it comes up – and asks simple questions to 
learn more. 
 
Accepts adoption as a way to form a family. 
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AGES 7-11 
 
Child understands basic concepts of adoption. 
 
Begins grieving process. 
 
May stop asking questions/denial. 
 
Realizes she/he lost something in order to be adopted. 
 
“Not everyone was adopted like me.” 
 
“Why was I adopted?” 
 
“Why didn’t they keep me?” 
 
“Did I do something wrong?” 
 
Increasing interest in birth parents. 
 
 
Fantasies about living with different parents. 

 
 
Does not understand adoption concepts, but senses 
that it results when birth parents cannot parent child. 
 
Reaction to adopted peers based on information 
from adults (if any) or media. 
 
 
 
“Not everyone was adopted like he is.” 
 
“Why was she adopted?” 
 
“Could my parents give me away?” 
 
“I’m glad I’m not adopted.” 
 
“Adoption is OK because I like you” or, “Adoption is 
not OK because I don’t like you.” 
 
Fantasies about living with different parents. 

AGES 12-14 
 
Anger stage of grieving & developmental growth. 
   
May resist authority, try on new identities. 
   
Begins separating from 2 sets of parents. 
 
May be angry over loss of control over adoption 
decisions, wants more control in life. 
 
Growing sense of self: identity issues. 
 
More complex reasoning about adoption story. 
 
Rejects kids who are different. Generally does not talk 
about being an adoptee. 
 
 
What does sex have to do with adoption? 

 
 
Anger stage of developmental growth. 
 
May resist authority, try on new identities. 
 
Begins separating from 1 set of parents. 
 
Wants more control in life. 
 
Growing sense of self: identity issues. 
 
Sees many differences about adoptive families.  
Over-simplifies how adoption occurs and does not 
understand emotional issues. 
 
Rejects kids who are different. May have negative 
perceptions about adoption. 
 
What does sex have to do with adoption? 

AGES 15-17 
 
Separates from 2 sets of parents. 
 
Has second layer of concerns about leaving home. 

 
 
Separates from 1 set of parents. 
 
May face concerns about leaving home, but usually 
feels secure about its permanency. 

(C.A.S.E. 2003) 
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XIV. Areas of Challenge for Families - All Families Are Not 
the Same 

 
A family does not automatically become like any other family once a child is placed.  
Every addition to a family creates a shifting family system and a new balance must be 
sought.  This adjustment is often difficult, affecting different family members in 
different ways.  This is especially true when a family is incorporating a member who 
has emotional or behavioral problems. 
 
Mastery or Control 
Both parents and children feel out of control during and after the placement process.  
Children will try to exert more control when they are feeling vulnerable.  They will want 
to control everything around them. Parents often feel out of control, as traditional 
parenting techniques may not work with these children.  They must be supported in 
their attempts to establish a framework for family functioning, being a “good enough” 
parent and gaining some control over their child’s behavior.  The child is working to 
establish his/her place in the family and the feeling that he/she does have some 
control over his/her environment. 
 
Unmatched explanations 
Both children and families have high expectations.  Frequently there are differences 
between what the parents expect, siblings expect, and the newcomer expects.  The 
family is incorporating different values, cultures, and histories.  Many expectations are 
at the unconscious level.  Unmet expectations make each person a little fragile. 
 
Separation, loss, grief 
Parents must recognize these losses in children, and they must grieve their own 
losses (dreams, expectations, sometimes infertility, the ideal child, being the parent 
you wanted to be instead of the one you have to be). 
 
Entitlement and claiming 
It is often difficult for non-birth parents to feel competent and for children to feel they 
are “good enough” to be part of this family.  Parents must feel like they have the right 
to parent.  The child doesn’t automatically “claim the new family.”  The child must feel 
like they have the “right to be in this family.”  Questions about how “real” the family is 
question this “right.” 
 
Identify formation 
This is the process of deciding who and what one will be and recognizing that the self 
has boundaries and value.  Children who have been “in the system” often struggle 
with personal boundaries and with feeling worthwhile.  Forming an identity as a “family 
is also a process that takes time. Trying to figure out “who am I like” is difficult for 
teens trying to emancipate or determine how they are like their birth family and how 
they are like their adoptive family at the same time the family is trying to “attach” to the 
child.   
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XV. Triangulation and Splitting 
 

Triangulation 
When two people are in a relationship which becomes stressed or frustrated, the most 
uncomfortable person typically brings a third person into the relationship to gain 
support for his/her position.  To reduce stress, the upset person complains, asks for 
advice, comfort, and validation.  This is called triangulation, and it is common in all 
relationships between people.  In healthy relationships, triangulation is minimal and 
doesn’t do very much damage.  For example, if the victim and rescuer are good 
friends complaining about their husband’s failure to take out the trash, or their wife’s 
need to make everything “just perfect” for a party, triangulating may not be very 
harmful.   
However, in adoptive families where there are attachment issues, triangulation can be 
destructive.  A child plays the victim and brings someone (the other parent or 
someone outside the family) in to rescue him/her from the “big, bad parent” who has 
upset him/her.  When a child successfully triangulates, so much chaos is caused that 
the adults lose control and the child gains it.  If a child is successful at triangulating 
and turns the other adult against the parent, the child has gained an amount of control 
which is inappropriate and perhaps damaging for him/her to have. He/she has also 
successfully distracted the adults from his/her behavior and his/her issues, and can 
thus avoid working on them.   The child has no idea how this “success” in gaining 
control “costs” him/her in much more significant ways. 
The classic triangle consists of:    Persecutor 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
           Victim               Rescuer 
It is very easy for educators to get caught in the rescuer position because they are 
compassionate and want to help children.  It can be very damaging, however, in an 
adoptive family because when a child avoids dealing with his/her issues through 
repeated, successful triangulation, the child’s emotional development and attachment 
to the adopted family may be compromised.  Unresolved conflict will continue to be a 
problem in the family. 
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Splitting 
Splitting is a defense mechanism used by people to protect themselves against 
perceived danger or overwhelming emotions. The word “splitting” means that a 
person sees only the good or only the bad in another.  This can be very destructive to 
relationships because no one is just good or bad, and in perceiving them this way, a 
person cannot attach to the “real person” but maintains a fiction about who that 
person is.  
A very common scenario is that a child gets a new teacher, who appears to be 
responding to his/her needs.  He/she begins praising the teacher as “the only one 
who understands me and listens to me.” The teacher feels very good about him/her—
he/she is special to the teacher.  This trap is easy to fall into – who wouldn’t want to 
be seen as a great teacher?  Or a great mother?  Or a great friend?  However, the 
teacher is being subtly manipulated by the child and may find him/herself being critical 
of the teachers who came before and allowing the child to blind him/her to more 
important issues that need to be resolved.   
Splitting is very common among young children, as they do not have the 
developmental capacity to see that people are multifaceted.  Some people, however, 
are not able to move out of this developmental stage to see people in a more realistic 
way. If spitting becomes a person’s primary coping mechanism, then it gets in the way 
of realistic relationships developing and damages trust.  
Continuing with the previous example, the teacher will eventually do something to 
make the child uncomfortable, and the child will become very angry, label the teacher 
“bad” and begin searching for the next “perfect” person to rescue him/her.  The 
teacher can’t understand how things can seem to change overnight for no reason and 
feels attacked and ashamed that he/she got caught in the trap.   
In a school setting, splitting can be extremely damaging and lead to a negative and 
destructive environment for the child, family, and school.  Through splitting, children 
create chaos, recreating the abusive environment of their biological families.  Again, 
the child is causing chaos, rather than dealing with his/her issues.   
Children who split or triangulate can sense "weakness" and will manipulate a divided 
front to their advantage.  It is essential for teachers, counselors, and school 
administrators to work together with the adoptive parents as a team to provide 
structure and consistency for foster and children who were adopted.   
 

Teamwork is essential! 
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How Adoption Impacts the Child, Family, & School 
 

• Child’s special needs impact entire family 
• Child may triangulate or split parent(s) and educator(s) 
• Child may maintain in school, but have outbursts at home 
• Siblings may feel left out – needs not being met 
• Parents may be emotionally exhausted 
• Parents may need referral for services 
• Educators must become knowledgeable about adoption 
• Family and educators alike may suffer from secondary trauma 

Adoption language and materials presented in class can have significant 
positive or negative impact on child’s self esteem. 
 
General Rules for Classroom Intervention 
 
• Communicate with parents:  Find out about child’s typical behaviors and what 

works at home.  High structure eliminates some of the reason for unease in a 
child and reduces the physiological response level of the child. 

• Communicate with parents:  Find out what the child’s trigger events and 
responses are and what helps at home.  Routine helps to eliminate the difficulties 
these children have with transitions. 

• Communicate with parents:  Know what the first signs of difficulty are for the 
child.  Act quickly to avoid escalation or situations that might embarrass the child. 

• Communicate with parents:  And talk to the child.  Establish a plan of action 
that you are both aware of when difficulties occur. This may include removing the 
audience for an out-of-control child.  (Go back to the section on Brain 
Development.  When a child is not in control, the cortex is not functioning.  When 
he/she is highly emotional is not the time to talk to him/her.  Go to the lowest level 
of brain development and help the child regain control at the physical level.  
Physical activity or deep breathing, etc. are more useful.  Debrief after the child 
has regained control of self.) 

• Communicate with parents:  Parents must know how their child is handling 
himself/herself at school and what was done or not done.  Parents and educators 
should be on the same page for the benefit of the child. Children who are 
having difficulty with relationships with peers/authority could benefit from a social 
skills group.  Identify the child’s strengths and interests and build a positive sense 
of self worth.  Praise must be specific to a task well done or a demonstrated 
positive trait rather than global praise. 

 
Did we mention how important it is to COMMUNICATE WITH PARENTS? 
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XVI. How Educators Can Help:  Can You Get an “A” for 
Adoption? 

 
Educators are regularly called upon to bring about critical social changes through 
teaching.  Many teachers and counselors are already helping to normalize other non-
traditional families.  The following “five proactive ways to create a positive adoption 
environment in your school” can be weaved into an average school day.  These 
strategies were developed to provide basic information and suggestions to teachers 
and school counselors about adoption and adoptive families (S.A.F.E. at School™ 
manual, 2003). 
 
Acceptance 

Goal: Normalize adoption/adoptive families by demonstrating both personal and social 
acceptance of adoption as one way to build families. 
 
Teachers and other school personnel can set the tone for acceptance by the calm, 
thoughtful comments they make and the responses they give to questions raised 
regarding adoption, children who were adopted, and adoptive families.  Such 
comments should always send the clear message that adoption is a normal way to 
form families and, therefore, children should feel comfortable with it. 
 
In addition, teachers can use their communication to direct children’s natural curiosity 
about aspects of adoption away from the personal stories of adoptees in the school.  
A teacher’s confidence in giving information about adoption in a general way helps 
children understand adoptive families, and models the idea that adoption is most 
appropriately discussed without attention to personal, individual circumstances.  (Riley 
and Smith 2006, 8) 
 
The following is an example of an exchange between a teacher/social 
worker/counselor and student: 
 

Student:  “Did you know that Marcus was adopted from Vietnam?” 
 
School Staff:  “Yes, I did.  Many adoptive families have children who come from 
other countries like Ukraine, Guatemala, Ethiopia, and China.” 
 
Student:  “Why is Marcus adopted?  Did his mom and dad die of AIDS?” 
 
School Staff:  “Marcus’s story is private, but I can tell you that children are 
adopted because their moms and dads can’t take care of them, which is very 
sad.  But there are many people in the world who help kids find their forever 
families.”   
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Teachers need to convey acceptance of adoption in their general instruction, not just 
when responding to specific comments that may arise.  While there may be only one 
or two children who were adopted in the class or school - or maybe even none - the 
siblings or parents or best friends of some of the students may have been adopted.  
Acceptance of adoption needs to be conveyed regardless of class composition, just 
as racial acceptance would be conveyed no matter what races were present in the 
particular classroom.  (Riley and Smith 2006, 8) 
 
Accuracy 
Goal: Educate students about adoption/adoptive families by providing accurate 
information at the appropriate time and in an interesting way. 
 
As with any subject, it is essential to educate students about adoption/adoptive 
families by providing accurate information at the appropriate time and in an interesting 
and understandable way.  Teachers are encouraged to look for opportunities to 
incorporate the subject of adoption into their daily lessons. 
 
In looking at curriculum, adoption can be discussed in a matter-of-fact way during 
lessons about: 

• Multicultural, blended, or “different” families 
• Genetics or inherited characteristics 
• Recent immigration to the United States 
• History lessons of various sorts 
• Literature that includes adoption or foster care (such as Anne of Green Gables) 

 
For example, after reading a book at school that contains information about adoption, 
the teacher continues the lesson by saying, “This story is just one example of how 
prevalent adoption has been for a very long time.  Did you all know that there are 
about six million adopted persons of all ages in our country, and adoption has been a 
way of building families since ancient days?  How many of you knew Moses was 
adopted? Or Scott Hamilton the Olympic gold medalist in figure skating?” (Riley and 
Smith 2006, 8) 
 
Assignments 

Goal: Construct curricula to ensure inclusion of students in adoptive families. 
 
There are many common school assignments which can be challenging and even 
hurtful to children who were adopted because the focus is on a child's background, 
personal information, genetics, or other topics, which can set the child who was 
adopted apart and make him/her feel different than classmates. A number of typical 
assignments that can be difficult for children who were adopted are listed below, 
along with suggestions for educators to broaden the assignments to allow alternatives 
for all the children in the class as they complete the work. Teachers are encouraged 
to consider the goals of each assignment and to determine if there are different routes 
children might be able to take to achieve those goals. 
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• Baby Pictures.  Many children who were adopted do not have baby pictures.  An 
alternative assignment could be to allow the children to bring a picture of when 
they were younger, or to draw a picture of what they thought they looked like as a 
baby. If the intention is to have the students attempt to match each classmate's 
name with the correct baby picture, teachers should be aware that the game might 
not be much fun for a child adopted from an ethnic or racial background different 
than the rest of the class, as his/her picture will be immediately identifiable.  

• Family Trees.  The typical family tree assignment can be difficult. It allows room 
for only one family, forcing the child who was adopted to choose between birth or 
adoptive family. Remember, many children who were adopted have little or no 
information about their birth families. A child who wants to complete a genetically 
correct family tree may be unable to do so. There are many alternatives to 
overcome these dilemmas and still complete the assignment. Children who have 
information about both their birth and adoptive families might use rooted trees, 
diagramming their birth family on the rooted part and the adoptive family on the 
branches. Rather than using a family tree, a child can be in the center of a "family 
circle" with the birth family on one side, and the adoptive family on the other side. 
An older child might want to complete a genogram, which is a diagramming tool 
for visualizing family relationships. Symbols are used for different genders, and 
straight lines connect parents to each other and their children. There are various 
symbols indicating death, divorce, adoption, and other significant circumstances. 
Households are diagrammed with an elliptical circle surrounding those living in a 
family unit. Other suggestions are "family houses" rather than trees or "caring 
trees" where the child places his name on the tree trunk and the names of those 
who have cared about him (including birth, foster, or adoptive parents, 
grandparents, and other family members) on the branches. Opportunities to be 
creative are endless.  

• Lifelines or Personal Timelines.  Students are sometimes asked to create a 
historical timeline using their own histories and events.  This assignment can 
prove difficult for some children who were adopted as they may not know the time, 
location, or even date of birth.  They may also worry about including private events 
that they don’t feel comfortable sharing.  Teachers can help ease the stress of this 
assignment by telling students that it does not have to begin at birth, but can be 
from sometime in the past.  Allowing a student to create a timeline for a historical 
event or fictional character is also an option. 

• Autobiographies.  Requiring a child to write a complete 
autobiography can be difficult and emotionally troubling for many children who 
were adopted.  They may have uncomfortable or traumatic events in their past, 
which could include removal from their birth home. Or they may have been abused 
or neglected. Both situations are very personal and difficult to share. In addition, 
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children who were adopted may not have information about their early years, or 
there may be gaps in the information they do have.  Instead of writing a complete 
autobiography, a teacher might allow students to choose a few special events in 
their lives, their life in the past year, a specific time span of three or four years of 
their own choosing, or a time when they were younger.  Or they may be allowed to 
write a biography of someone they know or of a historical figure.   

• Study of Genetics or Ethnicity.  Questions, such as "Where did you get 
your eye color?" or "Who do you most look like in your family?" are personal and 
may be difficult or impossible for a child who was adopted to answer. It may be 
painful for the child to admit that he/she lives in a family where no one else shares 
his/her genetic heritage or ethnicity. Instead of focusing on their own genetic 
history, students might be allowed to choose any biologically related group—
friends, other family members, neighbors—and investigate their inherited 
characteristics.  

• Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Father/Son or Mother/Daughter Events and 
Birthdays.  Special days or events focusing on mothers or fathers often give rise 
to feelings about birth parents in children who were adopted.   Educators should 
be aware that some children who were adopted may still have contact with birth 
parents, and even if they do not, they may want to remember birth or foster 
parents on these special occasions by making them a card, a present, or by some 
other means of acknowledging their importance in the child's life.   

 
A child's birthday is usually a happy occasion of celebration. However, the 
birthday of a child who was adopted can often trigger feelings about birth parents 
and questions about specific facts such as "What time of day was I born?" or "How 
much did I weigh?" or "Who was there when I was born?"   

• Medical Histories.  It is unusual for a child who was adopted to have a complete 
family medical history. Assignments that reveal the absence of such basic 
information can be painful and difficult for students to accomplish.   

• Family Heritage and History Lessons.  Children may not know their birth family 
heritage.  Even if they complete the assignment appropriately using information 
from their adoptive family’s heritage, it will raise questions about the origins of their 
birth family.  They may want to acknowledge both their birth and adoptive families’ 
heritage.  This discussion may be painful as it emphasizes the differences 
between a child who was adopted and his/her classmates.  In multiracial adoptive 
families, educators need to be aware that a child of color may have been adopted 
by a family of, for example “Irish and German descent,” and that it must therefore 
be acceptable in the classroom for the child to talk about this part of their family’s 
history in place of, or in addition to their biological family’s history/heritage. 
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• Books Read/Videos Shown in Class.  Many assignments can raise issues for 
children who suffered trauma and abuse prior to being placed in foster care, with 
kin family, or adopted.  For example, reading the story of “A Child Called It” in 
class –on one hand, this can be viewed as an inspirational story of survival, on the 
other hand, it could trigger very strong feelings/reactions in children who suffered 
trauma.    Many books and videos portray adoption in a negative or inaccurate 
fashion and lead to unkind comments by students/peers. 

• Student of the Day or Week.  Honoring one student for a day or week and 
highlighting information about him/her and his/her family is usually intended to be 
a self-esteem builder. However, it can be uncomfortable for children who were 
adopted who may have limited access to pictures and information about their 
infancy and childhood.   Children adopted at an older age may also have very 
painful memories of their early childhood. It would be helpful if teachers would 
offer all students a list of many alternatives for the information to be shared, 
including more non-threatening choices such as hobbies, pets, interests, or sports.     

•  Adopt-A-Projects. Often elementary school classes undertake projects where 
they "adopt" something, such as a whale, a forest, or a tree, to help children learn 
to care for the environment. Such projects teach responsibility, but can also cause 
confusion in the minds of younger children who are concrete thinkers.  Adoption is 
far more significant and important than the projects to which we attach the adopt-
a-label.  A child may not understand the difference between the terms "adopting a 
child" and "adoption" in connection with supporting an animal or inanimate object. 
Since "adopt-a” projects usually involve raising money, children could conclude 
that all you need to do to adopt is pay some money. And since “adopt-a” projects 
have to be renewed each year, a child may wonder if his or her parents need to 
pay more money to renew the adoption. If such projects are undertaken, it would 
be helpful if other words, such as “support” or “aid” were chosen rather than 
“adopt.”    

• Geography.  When students are asked to report on various countries, such as 
those of their family origin, allow students to choose which country they want to 
study, rather than suggesting they do it on their birth country. Some adoptees who 
have been adopted from overseas may feel self-conscious when asked to talk 
about it. As with many people who have come to the United States to live, they 
want to be considered Americans first, and may identify more strongly with their 
adoptive parents' ethnic or cultural heritage. If a child asked the teacher why 
someone can’t speak Chinese if they are from China, the teacher can respond by 
explaining that many people speak English after they come to live in America or 
once they become an American.  (IFAPA) 

 
 



Family Diversity in Education: Foster Care, Kinship Care, Adoption and Schools 
First Edition: December 2009 

 

35

Assistance 
Goal: Identify appropriate boundaries and language about adoption/adopitve families. 
 
There are a number of relatively simple strategies that educators can employ to help 
children who were adopted deal with the unique issues of adoption, and to help all 
students understand that adoption can be a normal and acceptable way to build 
families. 
 
It's important that teachers understand and use appropriate, positive language when 
referring to adoption and related topics. This publication includes both a glossary of 
common adoption terminology (page 41) and a listing of appropriate positive adoption 
language (pages 8-11). Using correct terminology and positive adoption language is 
an important first step in helping provide accurate information to students about 
adoption. 
 
Consider the following examples noted in an article from Adoptive Families Magazine:  
(Diamond and Mintz 2005) 

 

Q: What did Emily do that her real parent(s) didn't keep her? 
   
A: I think you are talking about Emily's birth parent(s). Adoption is never a 
child's fault. It is a decision made by grownups when they don't feel able or 
ready to be parents. 
 
Q: Will Emily ever meet her real mother? 
 
A: Do you mean her birth mother? That's a hard question to answer because I 
don't know. Sometimes children who were adopted meet their birth parents and 
sometimes they don't. 
 
Q: Do you think Billy's real mother misses him?  
 
A: I think his birth mother probably does. 
 
Q: Is Sara Billy's real sister? 
 
A: Yes, they are brother and sister because they are part of the same family. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Family Diversity in Education: Foster Care, Kinship Care, Adoption and Schools 
First Edition: December 2009 

 

36 

Opportunities in daily lessons arise when adoption can be discussed in 
a positive, matter-of-fact way, reinforcing the idea that adoption is just 
another way of forming a family.  Here’s another example: 
 

Q: Emily told me she was adopted. What is adoption? 
 
A: Adoption is when a family can't take care of a child. They find a family who 
will take care of her forever and ever. Emily's parents love her as much as we 
love you. 
 
Q: Why did Emily's parents adopt her?  
 
A: Because they wanted to have a family, and adopting a child is one way to do 
it. They will be together forever. 
 
Q: Why doesn't Billy look like his mom?  
 
A: Billy's family is an adoptive family. He was born in Guatemala to a family 
who looks like him, but who couldn't take care of a baby when he was born. 
 
Q: What happened to Billy's real mother?  
 
A: Do you mean the woman who gave birth to him? She is his birth mother. 
Sometimes a person can have a baby without being ready to be a parent. 
 
Q: Why isn't he with her? 
 
A: She may have been too young to raise a child, or needed to work and didn't 
have anyone to take care of him. So she found a family who wanted a baby. 
Billy's mommy and daddy will be his parents forever. 

 
• Adoption can be discussed during lessons about multi-cultural, blended, or 

"different" families; during discussions of genetics or inherited characteristics; or 
when literature has adoption or foster care as part of the story. 

 
• Special instructional opportunities focusing on adoption can be developed within 

the classroom. For example, during November, which is National Adoption 
Month, a basic lesson about adoption could be taught featuring successful 
adoptees. An adoptive parent or adult adoptee could be invited to talk to the 
class or with permission an adoptive family could be featured.  

 
• Discuss adoption in general terms rather than referring to personal situations. 

The topic of adoption may arise unexpectedly in the classroom. If it does, the 
teacher need not be afraid to address it.  (Iowa Foster and Adoptive Parent’s 
Association) 
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The following scripts provide practical examples to address common questions and 
comments in the classroom.  
 

Script 1 
 

Student: I think adopted kids must miss their real families. 
 
Teacher: By “real families,” you mean their birth families. It sounds as if you are 
wondering about adoption.  Can I answer any questions for you? 
 
Student: I don’t get how they can grow up not knowing where their birth 
families are. 
 
Teacher: Some children who were adopted do know their birth parents, others 
don’t. 
 
Student: If they know who their birth family is, why don’t they want to go back 
to them? 
 
Teacher: Most children understand that there were good reasons for them to 
be placed in their adoptive homes.  They know their adoptive families are 
forever. 
 
Student: I’m glad I’m not adopted. 
 
Teacher: And most children who were adopted are very glad they are adopted.  
If you want to talk more about this, please let me know. 

 
 

Script 2 
 

Student: How come Connor is adopted?  Where’s his real mother? 
 
Teacher: Connor has a real mother!  You’ve seen her; she brought cupcakes 
for his birthday. 
 
Student: No, I mean the one who had him in her tummy. 
 
Teacher: Well, adoptive moms are real moms, even though they did not give 
birth to their children.  Adoption is a way to help children who need families 
because their birth mother and father could not take care of them.  It is sad 
when that happens, but there are people whose job it is to help children like 
Connor be placed in good adoptive families, and they become a forever family. 
 
Student: Is that what happened to Connor? 
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Teacher: Connor’s adoption story is private.  It’s his story to tell if he feels like 
it.  You and I don’t need to know his story, but it’s nice to know that we have 
adoptive families in the school!  We have many kinds of families here. 

 
 

Script 3 
 

Student: How did you get adopted?  Were you in an orphanage? 
 

Adopted Student: I was in a foster family.  My mother did drugs, and... 
 

Teacher: You know, children who were adopted don’t always want to talk about 
their adoption stories.  It’s completely up to them.  I can tell you, though, that 
orphanages no longer exist in our country.  You have probably heard about 
children who came from other countries to be adopted in the United States; 
some of them may have been in orphanages. 

 
Student: What happened to her first mom? 

 
Teacher: Again, her adoption story is private and she can choose to share it 
with you if she wants.  I can tell you though, that most mothers who place their 
children for adoption care very much for their children and want them to have 
good homes.  Would you like me to tell you more about adoption? 

 
 
Other possible responses: 

“Sometimes children who were adopted do not want to share their stories.  
That is their choice.  But I can tell you about adoption.” 
 
“That’s just one story.  All adoption stories are different.  That story is in the 
news right now because it gets your attention, but it is not true for most 
adoptions.” 
 
“Adoptive families are forever.  Children who were adopted love their families, 
just like you love yours.” 

 
If the teacher does not know the answer to an adoption question, he/she should tell 
the children he/she will find the answer and get back to them.  
  

  “Adoption is a great way to build families, but it’s true that it’s a complicated     
   subject. I will research your question, and we can talk about it then.” 

 
Teachers can inform their students that there are endless books and other resources 
about adoption. (See Resources at the end of this publication.)   
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In the classroom, teachers can be a valuable source of assistance and advocacy for a 
child who was adopted. Occasions may arise when a child is asked a personal 
question about adoption that the child is unable to deal with. If this happens, teachers 
are encouraged to step in and assist the child just as they would if they heard 
inappropriate questions or teasing about issues such as race, culture, or divorce. 
Even the strongest child may needs assistance in these situations.  (Cave 2007) 
 
Advocacy 
Goal: Clarify that your school will take action to support students in adoptive families if 
comments and questions about adoption become invasive or critical. 
 
Just as schools have clear policies/rules on bullying, sexual harassment, and racial 
discrimination, negative/hurtful behavior such as taunting/teasing with regard to a 
student's type of family must be explicitly prohibited as well. 

An attack on children's families - whether intended or the result of inadvertently 
negative language - strikes at the core of their being. It is harmful, undermining and 
overwhelming. Children who were adopted, like their peers in other types of families, 
need to be able to rely on educators to enforce policies that protect them from this 
kind of adversity. All children grow stronger and more confident when they know their 
schools will support them. Some outrageous comments that adoptees have shared 
include: 

• You were ugly and still are, and that is why your mother did not keep you. 
• All people from South America do drugs. I bet your real father was a 

druggie. 
• You can't be like us, your parents are white. 
• Look at that kid acting up, I bet he's adopted (he wasn't). 
• Where is your real mother? Was she a prostitute? Why did she give you 

away? 
• How much did your parents pay for you? 
• Did your dad die of AIDS?  Do you have AIDS? 

Educators must be prepared to step in, hold explanatory "open circles," and/or 
enforce the same kind of disciplinary actions that would apply to comparable 
unacceptable behavior if it related to a child's gender, race, religion, ethnicity, or 
disability. It cannot be overstated that schools need a clear policy stating that 
harassment or insensitivity about foster care, adoption, or other family forms will not 
be tolerated. 

Children who have experienced compromised beginnings - such as institutional care, 
prenatal drug exposure, and/or abusive or neglectful home environments - may face 
developmental, neurological, and psychological issues that require responsive, timely, 
and specialized interventions. Too often, they are misdiagnosed or under-diagnosed 
due to a lack of understanding about the effects of such issues. Educators and other 
school professionals may need to advocate for services on behalf of children and their 
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families within the educational arena. Historically, the general response parents often 
receive from educators is: "Let's wait a while and see what happens. Maybe they will 
grow out of all of this; time will tell." However well-intentioned that advice may be, it 
does not provide the best scenario for the well-being of children and their 
opportunities for academic success; only early remediation can accomplish that goal. 

In growing numbers, adoptive parents with children who have special needs are 
seeking collaborative relationships with schools to assess and develop appropriate 
educational plans. Needless to say, many students have experiences before and after 
adoption that result in complex and multiple influences shaping their educational 
abilities. Educational planning must include the integration of accurate information 
about those experiences and interpretation by adoption-knowledgeable educators. 
Sometimes, it is beneficial to include specialists in the assessment process who are 
familiar with adoption. The key is a team approach to ensure that the students' 
educational needs are being met to optimize their chances for success. Some of the 
needed services are costly for school systems so in addition to advocacy, knowledge 
of legal entitlements and rights may be required to secure the services needed by a 
particular child. 

Educators who have been exposed to "adoption-competent learning" have become 
powerful, effective advocates for students who once had no voice and no one to 
speak for them. The following acknowledgement by Jasmine, who was nine at the 
time of a counseling session, exemplifies this advocacy: 

“I switched from so many schools while I was in foster care. No one knew 
me and no one seemed to care. I hated school ‘cause I was always failing. 
I couldn’t read like everyone else. I felt so stupid. Why try when you know 
you will be moving on? Things are different for me now. I got adopted 
and my parents are working with my school. I have to do some tests, but 
my teacher says it will help them help me. Finally, someone is helping!!! 
Maybe one day I will like school and school will like me.” 

(Riley and Smith 2006, 10-11) 
 
 

XVII.  Proposed School Policy 

Our school acknowledges and supports family diversity.  We believe that all 
children should be comfortable with the many ways of building a family, 
including adoption, kinship, and foster care. We will do all we can to ensure that 
our students are not singled out to be the focus of discussions, and that the 
students’ personal lives are respected as private.  We will develop a school 
environment that is sensitive to the needs of our students and educates 
everyone about family diversity. 

(Riley and Smith 2006) 
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XVIII.  Glossary of Adoption Terminology 

The following glossary contains many of the terms commonly used in adoption and 
may be helpful to you in communicating effectively when discussing adoption-related 
topics. 

Adoptee: A person who joins a family through adoption. 

Adoption: A permanent, legally binding arrangement whereby persons other than the 
birth parents parent a child.  

Adoption Plan:  The individual plan a particular set of birth parents make for the 
adoption of their child. 

Adoptive Parent(s): A person or persons who become the permanent parent(s) 
of a child. They have all the legal rights and responsibilities incumbent upon a 
birth parent. 

Birth Parent(s): The parents who gave birth to a child, made an adoption plan for 
the child, and subsequently relinquished the child for adoption. 

Closed Adoption: An adoption where there is no contact between the birth 
parents and the adoptive parents. This may also be referred to as a traditional 
adoption. 

Disruption: The situation that occurs when a child leaves the adoptive home prior 
to the finalization of the adoption. This occurs when (1) the birth parents revoke 
their consent to the adoption; (2) the adoptive parents choose not to finalize the 
adoption for reasons of their own; or, (3) the agency disrupts the adoption if the 
adoptive parents are not complying with post-placement requirements or are 
endangering the child in any way.  

Dissolution: A disruption that occurs after the adoption has been finalized. Birth 
parents cannot dissolve an adoption, but adoptive parents or the court can.  

Foster Care: A temporary arrangement in which persons other than the birth 
parents care for a child for a period of time. Foster parents do not have the legal 
rights of birth or adoptive parents.  

Foster/Adopt or Fost/Adopt: A child placement in which birth parents' rights have 
not yet been severed by the court or in which birth parents are appealing the court's 
decision, but foster parents agree to adopt the child if/when parental rights are 
terminated. Social workers place the child with specially-trained foster-adopt parents 
who will work with the child during family reunification efforts, but who will adopt the 
child if the child becomes available for adoption. The main reason for making such a 
placement is to spare the child another move.  
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International Adoption: Any adoption occurring when the child and the adoptive 
parents are from two different countries.  

Kinship Adoption: A form of adoption where the adoptive parents are biologically 
related to the child, such as grandparents, aunts and uncles, or other relatives.  

Open Adoption: An adoption that allows some form of association between the 
birth parents, adoptees, and adoptive parents. This can range from picture and 
letter sharing, to phone calls, to contact through an intermediary, to open contact 
between the parties themselves.  

Private or Independent Adoption: An adoption arranged without the 
involvement of an agency. Often an adoption attorney is involved.  

Private Agency Adoption: An adoption handled by a private, licensed agency. 
Such agencies are not government sponsored, and must meet state requirements 
to obtain and maintain a licensed status.  

Public Agency Adoption: Adoptions handled by the state's Department of Human 
Services. The public agency is generally responsible for most older child adoptions 
and adoptions of children who have been abused, neglected, and/or abandoned by 
their birth parents.  

Relinquishment:   Refers to a birth parent voluntarily giving up his or her parental 
rights to a child, so that someone else can adopt the child. In practice it generally 
refers to these parental rights being transferred to an agency, rather than directly to 
the new adoptive parents, so that the agency can maintain the level of confidentiality 
or privacy that the parties desire and have agreed to in the adoption. The agency then 
passes the parental rights on to the adoptive parents who adopt the child. The term 
"Relinquishment" is also very commonly used to refer to the actual relinquishment 
documents that are signed by the birth parents as part of the relinquishment process. 

Special Needs Child: This includes children who have specific physical, medical, 
mental and/or emotional disorders, an older child, or siblings who must be placed 
together.  

Termination of Parental Rights: A process involving a court hearing whereby a 
judge enters a decree permanently ending all legal parental rights of a birth parent 
to a child. This must occur before a child is considered legally free for adoption. 
Termination of parental rights may be voluntary (the birth parents choose to 
relinquish their rights and make an adoption plan for their child) or involuntary (the 
legal rights of birth parents are terminated by the court without their signed 
consent, typically because of abandonment or repeated or severe abuse or 
neglect of the child.)  (IFAPA) 
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XIX. Famous Adoptees 
 
Entertainers: 
 Halle Berry – actress  Shari Belafonte-Harper – actress 
 Ingrid Bergman – actress  Richard Burton – actor 
 Charlotte Church – singer  Nat King Cole – singer 
 Ella Fitzgerald – singer  Melissa Gilbert – actress 
 Sara Gilbert – actress  Deborah Harry – singer 
 Faith Hill – singer   Earthy Kitt – singer 
 John Lennon – musician  Art Linkletter – comedian 
 Ray Liotta – actor   Sarah McLachlan – singer 
 Marilyn Monroe – actress  Priscilla Presley – actress 
 Buffy Sainte-Marie – musician Shania Twain – singer 
 
Writers: 
 Edward Albee   Louisa May Alcott 
 Maya Angelou   Charles Dickens 
 Langston Hughes   James Michener 
 Edgar Allen Poe   Leo Tolstoy 
 
Political Leaders: 
 Alexander the Great   Senator Robert Byrd 
 President William Clinton  President Gerald Ford 
 President Herbert Hoover  Representative Jim Lightfoot 
 Nelson Mandela, former president of South Africa 
 Senator Paull H. Shin   

Anthony Williams, mayor, Washington, DC 
 

Athletes: 
 Greg Louganis – diver  Dan O’Brien – decathlete  

Surya Bonaly – figure skater Scott Hamilton – figure skater 
 Peter and Kitty Carruthers – figure skaters 
 Jim Palmer – baseball player 
 
First Ladies: 
 Nancy Reagan   Eleanor Roosevelt 
 
Business Leaders: 
 Larry Ellison – chairman and CEO of Oracle Corporation 
 Steve Jobs – cofounder of Apple Computer 
 Tom Monaghan – founder and CEO of Domino’s Pizza 
 Dave Thomas – founder of Wendy’s International 
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Philosophers: 
 Aristotle    Jean Jacques Rousseau 
 
Others: 

John J. Audubon – naturalist 
Les Brown – motivational speaker 
Lynnette Cole – Miss USA 2000 
George Washington Carver – inventor 
Faith Daniels – news anchor 
Crazy Horse – Lakota chief 
Jesse Jackson – political activist 
Charlotte Anne Lopez – Miss Teen USA 1993 
Malcolm X – civil rights leader 
Moses – Hebrew prophet 
Wilson Riles – educator 
Dr. Ruth Westheimer – sex therapist and radio personality 
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XX. Resources 
 
Listed below is a brief list of resources available on adoption. 
 

Websites 
 

The Center for Adoption Support and Education (C.A.S.E.), 
www.adoptionsupport.org   
- W.I.S.E Program available through this website 

Child Welfare Information Gateway, http://www.childwelfare.gov/adoption/index.cfm 
Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption, www.davethomasfoundation.org 
Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute, www.adoptioninstitute.org 
The Institute for Adoption Information, http://www.adoptioninformationinstitute.org/ 
North American Council on Adopted Children, www.nacac.org 
 

Books for Educators 
 
Adoption and the Schools:  Resources for Parents and Teachers by Lansing Wood 

and Nancy Ng 
Adoption Parenting:  Creating a Toolbox, Building Connections by Jean MacLeod 
Adopting and Advocating for the Special Needs Child:  A Guide for Parents and 

Professionals by L. Anne Babb and Rita Laws 
Adopting the Hurt Child:  Hope for Families with Special-Needs Kids by Gregory Keck 

and Regina Kupecky 
The Adoption Life Cycle:  The Children and Their Families Through the Years by 

Elinor Rosenberg 
Answers to Questions Teachers Ask About Sensory integration by Carol Stock 

Kranowitz 
Attaching in Adoption:  Practical Tools for Today’s Parents by Deborah Gray 
Being Adopted:  The Lifelong Search for Self by David Brodzinsky 
Can This Child be Saved?  Solutions for Adoptive and Foster Families by Foster W. 

Cline and Cathy Helding 
A Child’s Journey Through Placement by Vera I. Fahlberg 
Inside Transracial Adoption by Gail Steinberg and Beth Hall 
Nurturing Adoptions by Deborah Gray 
Our Own:  Adopting and Parenting the Older Child by Trish Maskew 
Raising Adopted Children:  A Manual for Adoptive Parents by Lois Melina 
Real Parents, Real Children:  Parenting an Adopted Child by Holly van Gulden and 

Lisa Bartels-Rabb 
S.A.F.E. at School™ manual by The Center for Adoption Support and Education 
Talking with Young Children about Adoption by Mary Watkins and Susan Fisher 
Troubled Transplants:  Unconventional Strategies for Helping Disturbed Foster and 

Adopted Children by Richard Delaney and Frank Kunstal 
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Fostering Changes:  Myth, Meaning and Magic Bullets in Attachment Theory by 
Richard J. Delaney, Ph.D. 

Twenty Things Adopted Kids Wish Their Adoptive Parents Knew by Sherrie Eldridge 
When Friends Ask about Adoption:  Question and Answer Guide for Non-Adoptive 

Parents and Other Caring Adults by Linda Bothun 
 

Books for Students 
 
Pre-School Children 
Adopted Like Me by Jeffrey LaCure 
Adoption by Fred Rogers 
Adoption Stories for Young Children by Randall B. Hicks 
Beginnings: How Families Come to Be by Virginia Kroll 
I Am Adopted by Norma Jean Sass 
My Real Family by Emily Arnold McCully 
Story of Adoption: Why Do I Look Different by Darla Lowe 
Twice Upon a Time: Born and Adopted by Eleanor Patterson 
 
Books for Elementary Students 
A Forever Family by Roslyn Banish 
Adoption by Judith Greenberg 
Adoption is for Always by Linda Walvood Girard 
Being Adopted by Maxine B. Rosenberg 
Did My First Mother Love Me? By Kathryn Ann Miller 
Families Are Different by Nina Pellegrini 
Guji Guji by Chih-Yuan Chen 
How Babies and Families Are Made by Patricia Schaffer 
How I Was Adopted by Joanna Cole 
The Long Journey Home by Richard J. Delaney, Ph.D. 
Lucy’s Family Tree by Karen Halvorsen Schreck 
Mario’s Big Question:  Where Do I Belong? By Carolyn Nystrom 
Mother for Choco by Keiko Kasza 
The Mulberry Bird:  A Story of Adoption by Ann Braff Brodinsky 
Real Sisters by Susan Wright 
Rosie’s Family:  An Adoption Story by Lori Rosove and Heather Burrill 
We Are Family by Sandra D. Lawrence 
What Is Adoption:  Helping Non-Adopted Children Understand Adoption by Sofie 

Stergianis/ Rita McDowall 
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Books for Middle School Students 
The Great Gilly Hopkins by Katherine Patterson 
Growing Up Adopted by Maxine B. Rosenberg 
Molly by Any Other Name by Jean Davies Okimoto 
The Long Journey Home by Richard Delaney 
The Rainbow People by Laurence Yep 
We Don’t Look Like Our Parents by Harriet Langsam Sobol 
Who is David – A Story of an Adopted Adolescent and His Friends by Evelyn Nerlove 
 
Books for High School Students 
Adopted Teens Only:  A Survival Guide to Adolescence by Danea Gorbett 
The Adoption Reader by Susan Wadie-Ells, Ed. 
Adoption:  The Facts, Feelings, and Issues of a Double Heritage by Jeanne DuPrau 
Coping with Being Adopted by Shari Cohen 
Filling in the Blanks:  A Guided Look at Growing Up Adopted by Susan Bagel 
How It Feels to Be Adopted by Jill Krementz 
My Alternate Life by Lee Tobin McClain 
Pieces of Me by Robert L. Ballard, Ed. 
Perspectives on a Grafted Tree:  Thoughts for Those Touched by Adoption by Patricia 

Irwin Johnson 
Returnable Girl by Pamela Lowell 
Rules of Survival by Nancy Werlin 
Three Names for Me by Mary Cummings 
Why Didn’t She Keep Me?  Answers to the Questions Every Adopted Child Asks by 

Barbara Burlingham-Brown 
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Colorado Resources  
 
The Colorado Department of Human Services provides administration and public 
oversight for all adoption programs in the state, as well as specialized services for 
children with developmental disabilities. 
www.cdhs.state.co.us/child welfare.      303-866-4629 
 
Since 1983, The Adoption Exchange, a private, nonprofit organization, has 
connected over 5500 children with special needs with a permanent family.  Core 
services of recruitment, training, and advocacy are provided through a central office in 
Aurora, CO, as well as at field offices in Salt Lake City, UT, Albuquerque, NM, St. 
Louis, MO, and Las Vegas, NV, for its eight member states. A library of adoption-
related books and videos is available to the public, as well as a variety of other 
resources. 
www.adoptex.org.      303-755-4756,   1-800-451-5246 
 
The Colorado Post-Adoption Resource Center (COPARC), is funded by the 
Colorado Department of Human Services through The Adoption Exchange as a five 
year contract. A variety of resources are available to families, who have adopted 
through the foster care system, including Regional Resource Coordinators to assist 
families in finding needed services. Other services include: newsletter, lending 
libraries, educational seminars, respite training, funding for services to meet the 
special needs of children, funds for support group start-up, funds for county projects 
that directly benefit adoptive families. 
www.adoptex.org (click on Colorado/Programs/Post Adoption). 1-800-451-5246 
 
The Colorado Coalition of Adoptive Families (COCAF), is a statewide, 
non-profit, advocacy group for Colorado adoptive, foster-adopt, and kinship 
families. COCAF maintains a web site containing information on all aspects of 
adoption, including a comprehensive links section. They provide workshops, develop 
innovative programs designed to support and celebrate our families, interface with 
statewide and national organizations dealing with family and children’s issues, 
advocate for pre- and post-adoptive families, and sponsor an annual conference. 
Email: cocafcave@yahoo.com 
www.cocaf.org   303-562-9864 
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Other Resources 
 

Adoptive Families Magazine, www.adoptivefamilies.com 
Adoptive Families Program, contact Project Coordinator at The Adoption Exchange 

303-755-4756, 1-800-451-5246 – Offers support, resources and funding to 
international, private domestic and kinship adoptive families 

Climbing Your Family Tree: Online and Off-Line Genealogy for Kids by Ira Wolfman  
Tapestry Books – An online resource for adoption related books  

www.tapestrybooks.com 
What Your Child's Teacher Needs to Know by Lois Melina, 

http://www.adoptivefamilies.com/articles.php?aid=574 
Adoption in the Classroom, http://www.adoptivefamilies.com/pdf/Adoption_School.pdf 
The Great Back-to-School Kit, http://www.adoptivefamilies.com/articles.php?aid=1455 
A Memo to My Fellow Teacher by Leonlida DiTomasso, 

http://www.adoptivefamilies.com/articles.php?aid=1546 
An Educator’s Guide to Adoption, 

http://www.adoptioninformationinstitute.org/education.html 
Teaching the Teachers, http://www.adoptivefamilies.com/articles.php?aid=425 
Is Your Child Ready for School?, 

http://www.adoptivefamilies.com/articles.php?aid=1003 
Tips for Helping Your Child Cope with Intrusive Questions, 

http://www.adoptivefamilies.com/articles.php?aid=441 
Tackling Tricky Assignments, http://www.adoptivefamilies.com/articles.php?aid=295 
Using Sensory Integration Therapy to solve problems at school 
 http://www.sensory-processing-disorder.com/The_SPD_Companion 
 -using-SI-theory-to-solve-problems-at-school.html 
W.I.S.E. Up! Powerbook, http://www.adoptionsupport.org/pub/index.php 
The Family Tree by Beth Roth, http://www.adoptivefamilies.com/articles.php?aid=888 
Becoming an Advocate at School by Jean Sommerville, 

http://www.adoptivefamilies.com/articles.php?aid=291 
Can We Talk?  How to Explain Adoption at School – Even to Fifth Graders by Beth 

Roth, http://www.adoptivefamilies.com/articles.php?aid=727 
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