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Top Ten Reasons to Have a Baby after Age 35


	Age is just a number. Motherhood always gives you a young soul.

	Having a baby after 35 is not risky and is likely to go smoothly.

	You've reached a point in your life where you have almost everything else you want. Now it's time to share it with a baby.

	Being married or partnered is wonderful, but being parents is truly fantastic.

	It's never too late to give your child a sibling.

	Mr. Right hasn't shown up and there's no reason to wait any longer to be a mom.

	You can do it all.

	Creating a child is your contribution to the future.

	There are more options than ever before on the pathway to motherhood. All you have to do is choose one.

	You will never regret the decision to become a mother, but you might regret deciding to skip it.







Introduction

[image: illustration]A lot is made of “older” women getting pregnant and having babies. Women start worrying about their biological clock ticking even in their twenties and women over 35 are trained to think that they can't have a normal pregnancy. However, today's over-35 woman has an excellent chance of conceiving, having a healthy pregnancy, and delivering a perfect baby.

More and more women are starting or adding to their families after age 35, so much so that this threshold has become less of a serious concern for doctors and has instead simply become one of the many pieces of a medical history that a woman brings with her to pregnancy.

An over-35 pregnancy is not constantly under the microscope. Your health-care provider will probably tell you that you will most likely have a boring, regular pregnancy, with the exciting result of a beautiful baby. While there are things the over-35 woman needs to be educated and aware of, this does not mean you need to be worried or nervous. Your body can handle the work of creating a baby on its own. In the meantime, there are many decisions you can focus on, such as child care, arranging your career to accommodate a baby, preparing financially, and ways to commemorate your pregnancy.

The Everything® Guide to Pregnancy Over 35 is designed to answer your questions and concerns about all of the issues and concern that may accompany an over-35 pregnancy. This book is also your guide to the lifestyle changes your pregnancy may bring, which are significantly different than those that younger women may face. Whether this is your first baby or an addition to your family, pregnancy is a time of great change. Not only are you growing a person inside you (how amazing is that?), you're also finding a way to adjust your career, relationship, home, responsibilities, and activities to accommodate the changes to your body and the changes that will soon be happening to your life.

Your pregnancy should be a partnership with your trusted health-care provider, but when it comes to the bottom line, it's your body, and you are the one who needs to be informed and make decisions. This book will help you do that with the confidence that your pregnancy will be a happy and wonderful time for you and your baby.






Chapter 1
Deciding to Become a Parent

Deciding to become a parent is one of the most significant decisions you can make in your life. For some women, it is something they have always known they wanted. For others, it is something they realize over time. Thinking about this decision can be emotional, and it can be even more complicated when you are over age 35. Do you really want to be a mother? Can you get pregnant? Can you have a healthy baby? These are all questions many women over 35 confront, work through, and find the answers to as well.


Evaluating If You Want a Child

Choosing to have a child is a complicated decision, one women have been dealing with ever since they were able to control their fertility. Not all women are meant to be or want to become mothers. Sometimes it may seem that society simply expects you to have a child. You've probably dealt with relatives and friends asking when and if you'll have children. By the time you reach age 35, the questioning can get a bit old!

Deciding whether or you not want to become a mother is a personal decision and one that you must make on your own or with your partner, if you have one. What's right for other women may not be right for you, and you must make a choice that will help you shape your life the way you want it.

Tick, Tock

When you are over age 35, you may feel pressured to make a decision and make it quickly. After all, you think, that biological clock is steadily moving forward. However, this is a decision that can't be rushed and must be made in its own time. You need to look at your life as a whole and evaluate what you really want, what will truly make you happy, and what elements of your life are non-negotiable. While it is true that women have a limited window of fertility, it is also true that women are having children at later stages of life now more than ever. The last thing you want to do is rush into something without examining your true desires.

What to Consider

Having a baby is a momentous occurrence that will influence every single area of your life. It is truly a life-changing event, one that most women who choose to follow that path find changes things for the better. Becoming a mother alters who you are forever and reconfigures your life permanently. Sound scary? It is a bit, but becoming a mother also changes your life in such a way that you simply can't and wouldn't want to imagine life without your child.

At this stage in your life, though, this is a choice that you want to think through completely.

As a parent, you will experience changes in all aspects of your life, including these:


	Finances

	Career

	Living arrangement/housing

	Free time

	Friendships

	Family relationships

	Long-term goals and plans

	Energy

	Emotions

	Health



You need to weigh the considerable impact a child will have on these areas of your life and decide if these changes are ones you want to have in your life. It's okay if you decide that you don't want to live a life with the changes a child will bring; many women make that same choice and live a happy and completely fulfilled life. You must make a decision that is right for you.
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Child-free living is a growing trend. According to the National Center for Health Statistics, in 1975, about one in eleven women were living a child-free life by the age of 44. But by 1993, that number had risen to approximately one in six. At that time, 34.9 million American families were child free, and only 33.3 million families had a child under the age of 18.







Your Various Options

If you think you are interested in having a child, you have many, many options available to you. You can have a baby the traditional way, through a pregnancy with your partner. Traditional pregnancy doesn't work out for everyone, and you may decide you don't want to follow that route. There are other options available to you if you reach one of these conclusions. You can also adopt a baby, use insemination, use an egg donor, use a surrogate, or adopt an older child.

If you love children and want them to be a part of your life, there are other options and considerations. One choice is to become a foster parent. Foster parents provide loving homes for children who are removed from their parents' homes due to abuse or neglect. Foster parents care for the children until they are returned to their parents or until they are freed for adoption.
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Learn more about foster parenting through the Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption, online at www.davethomasfoundationforadoption.org or by phone at 800-275-3832. Get more information about Big Brothers/Big Sisters of America at their Web site www.bbbs.org and use their locator to find your local agency.







There are also Big Brother/Big Sister programs that pair adults with kids who need guidance and friendship. Many schools have mentoring programs where adults help kids read, assist with homework, teach the basics of business, or just provide support. You might also consider a career change so that you could become a teacher and work with children every day.


Making Room in Your Life for a Child

If you decide that you do want to bring a child into your life, you already realize that you'll have to make some changes. Pregnancy brings many physical changes that immediately impact your life. Caring for a baby, toddler, preschooler, and child of any age brings its own challenges, rewards, and needs. You will always be changing and growing with your child throughout the years to come.

Here is a small snapshot of some of the changes you might find yourself making as you raise a child:


	
Pregnancy: You may find yourself to be extremely tired at times and unable to do some of things you enjoy, like jogging or rock climbing. You'll surrender to the physical changes and buy a new wardrobe. Alcohol, cigarettes, certain fish and cheeses, and many medications will be off limits.

	
Newborn: As you work to get your body back, you may find that it won't be entirely yours for quite a long time as you nurse, get up for nighttime feedings, and feel completely physically attached to your baby. Leaving her may be difficult, and you'll find that your living space explodes into a complete baby world.

	
Older baby: You'll be shocked at how quickly your little one outgrows each size. You'll need a sitter if you want to head out to a movie. If you're back to work, planning for day care alone is not enough. You'll also need backup day care in case baby gets sick.

	
Toddler: The days of spending an afternoon at the mall are long gone, since naptime cuts into the day. If you thought you were tired carrying a baby around, you'll soon find that toddlers require just as much energy and even more patience. Mealtimes can be complicated with picky eaters.

	
Preschool: Play dates are a big part of your life and by now you know the theme songs to many children's television shows by heart. Your living area is probably overflowing with toys made up of many little pieces. Staying out late with your little one isn't an option since any bedtime later than 8 p.m. throws everything out of whack.






[image: ]


What are the Mommy Wars?

The Mommy Wars are a difference of opinion among some women about the best way to raise children. Some mothers firmly believe that it is wrong for mothers to work and that all mothers should stay home with their children. Other mothers firmly believe that working while mothering is the best option. There is no right answer; each woman must make a decision about what is best for her and her family.








Impact on Your Career

Having a baby can completely turn your career on its head, or it can have little impact. There are mothers who have experienced it both ways. The effect a baby will have on your job is really something only you can determine. It is possible to continue at your job, working the same hours, on the same path to success as you were on before becoming a parent. However, many women find that because of the physical and emotional needs of a baby, it can be difficult to continue to work.
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Fewer mothers are choosing to work while raising their children. In 2003, the U.S. Census Bureau reported there were 5.4 million stay-at-home moms in the United States. This followed their 2002 report, which found that only 55 percent of mothers with infant children worked, down from a record 59 percent in 1998. This is the first significant decline since the Census Bureau began tracking this number in 1976.







When you are considering whether or not to have a baby, you need to think about how important your career is to you. Your job probably has a lot of importance in your life. You may financially need the income you earn. Doing your job well probably makes you feel accomplished and satisfied. You may have established a circle of friends and colleagues who are important in your life. And as it is for many women, your job may be a large part of your identity. All of these factors are things to consider when you think about the impact a child may have on your career.

Stay-at-Home Parenting

Many women choose to stay at home with their babies. Leaving your job and staying at home means you will lose the income your job provides, but you may also find you have a reduction in expenses. You may be able to cut the following items from your budget:


	Work clothes

	Commuting costs

	Food and beverages at work

	Work-related gifts

	Organizational items like briefcase, calendar, and BlackBerry



Additionally, you would not have to factor in the cost of child care, which you would bear if you did continue to work.

Choosing to stay-at-home with your baby does not have to be a life sentence. Being a stay-at-home mom is a wonderful, fulfilling choice for many women. You have the opportunity to witness every milestone and be the primary caregiver for your child. You also have the ability to spend time with your other children, if you have any, and take the time to run your household in a very hands-on way. At-home moms do an important job and for many women it is a time in their lives they wouldn't trade for anything. Many women leave their jobs and later return to their careers when their children are older. It can be difficult to re-enter the workforce after years away, but it is becoming a more common option that works for many moms.

Working and Parenting

Millions of women work while caring for their children, and choosing to do so does not mean you are a bad mother or selfish person. If your job is essential to your family finances, something that gives you self-esteem and a sense of well being, or is just simply something that you want to keep doing, you should be applauded for making a decision that works for your family. Mothering and working is a juggling act no matter how you look at it, but it can be a wonderfully fulfilling life. Moms who work have the best of both worlds: a satisfying career and home life.

When deciding if you want to return to your job after your child joins your family, consider the following:


	
Child care: Child care will be a major concern for your family. You will need to make a plan that you feel most comfortable with and that best accommodates your needs.

	
Breastfeeding: If you want to nurse your baby, you will need to make arrangements to pump while you are away from your baby. There are terrific pumps available, and most employers are willing to make accommodations for nursing moms.

	
Scheduling: As a working mom, you might find that you can no longer be quite as flexible at work; you may need to leave at a set time each day to pick up your child from the child-care provider.

	
Family time: Spending time with your baby and family is likely to be a priority to you, and this may make it difficult to bring work home, go on business trips, or work on weekends.

	
Mental energy: Doing your job successfully while also parenting can be draining, physically and mentally. Working moms have to find a way to divvy up their energy and focus.

	
Guilt: Unfortunately, many working moms deal with guilt. When they're at work, they feel guilty for not spending time with their children. When they're with their children, they feel guilty for not focusing on work. It can become a difficult cycle.






[image: ]


All mothers feel guilt. No matter how well you plan your life, weigh the options, and make rational choices, odds are that you'll feel guilty some of the time. It can't be avoided. All you can do is live your life to the best of your ability. Enjoy the joyful moments that motherhood brings and try not to let yourself get bogged down by any perceived negatives.







Other Options

You aren't limited to the two options of being a stay-at-home mom or working full time. There is a whole array of other possibilities. Many women take time off under their employer's maternity leave plan or through the Family and Medical Leave Act to be with their baby for several months and then return to work. Working part-time appeals to many women and allows you to have some income while still spending a lot of time at home. Flex-time, where you work the same number of hours but at irregular times (such as working four ten-hour days instead of five eight-hour days) and job-sharing (in which you and another employee do one full-time job together) are other choices. Some women do freelance or consulting work from home, while others choose to be involved in charity or school organizations. Your partner also has the same options for his or her job, and parenting is a job that definitely encourages cooperation.
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What is the Family and Medical Leave Act?

The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) is a federal law that requires employers with more than fifty employees to allow parents to take up to twelve weeks of unpaid leave in a twelve-month period to care for a newborn or newly adopted child. This is an option available to employees who have worked for the same employer for over one year. Both moms and dads can take time off under this law.








Impact on Your Relationships

Having a baby often results in a reordering of priorities, including your relationships. Babies are time-intensive, and many women find that they have less time for friends, relatives, and even their partner after a baby enters their lives. As a new mom, your baby takes priority, particularly when you are adjusting to the newness of the situation. And when you're not with your baby, you may feel quite tired and prefer a few hours of sleep to spending time with a friend.

Friends

As important as your friends are, they can end up taking a back seat to parenthood. Many women find that their friendships shift after having children. Friends who have children simply understand and relate better than childless friends. There is less time to hang out with friends and do adult activities. This does not mean that women who have children lose all their childless friends; however, you may find that it takes a little more effort to maintain your friendships after your little one arrives.

Relatives

Family members often become closer after the birth of a child. Everyone wants to see the new baby, and the baby's grandparents, aunts, and uncles often clamor for the right to baby-sit and visit. Seeing that much of your family might be quite a change, but often a baby brings you closer to your female relatives, who now can relate to you on a completely new level.

Your Partner

Becoming parents is a whole new stage of your committed relationship and is a wonderful new way to rediscover each other. However, as glorious as it might be to see your partner become a parent, the stress and sleep deprivation of new parenthood can magnify existing problems in your relationship. Suddenly a toilet seat left up can become the end of the world.And the hormones associated with pregnancy and the postpartum period can certainly make things quite difficult.

Parenting together requires a new kind of cooperation, understanding, and skill. You'll likely see new and amazing things in your partner as you simultaneously become outraged at his or her inability to fasten snaps on baby clothes. Deciding to become parents together is something that can never be undone. For the rest of your lives, you will be that child's parents together no matter what. It is an awesome undertaking and a giant commitment to each other and to your child.


Impact on Your Finances

Having a baby drains your bank account, yet it pays you back in immeasurable love. Babies are not cheap. Many people think they are, for how can something so small that only drinks free breast milk be expensive? Babies are in fact a huge expense.

The costs begin in pregnancy, when you have regular medical expenses, the cost of classes and books, and an entire new wardrobe for yourself. Move on to birth, with hospital costs for mom and baby. Then consider loss of income from taking time off or leaving or cutting back your hours at work, or from your partner doing the same thing. If one of you needs to switch to a family health insurance policy, there may be additional costs there. Then consider the costs of diapers, baby clothes, baby equipment, baby toys and books, baby food, formula, baby doctor visits, child care, and more. If you need a bigger home at some point, you'll have the costs of that as well. In short, babies are not cheap, and they don't get any less expensive as they grow older.
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It costs the average family approximately $269,000 to raise a child from birth to age seventeen, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture. And that does not take into account the cost of college! All told, that tiny little bundle of joy will end up costing you well over a third of a million dollars.








Benefits of Being a Mom Over 35

It may seem as though all you hear about these days are the risks of being an older mom. While there are some medical differences in pregnancy for older moms (discussed in detail in later chapters), there are many benefits to being an older mom that you might not hear people discuss often.

Being an older mom means you are in fact more experienced. This means you're more likely to be able to handle the pressures and challenges of parenthood with more patience and wisdom than a younger woman. You know who you are and have had time to sow your wild oats, explore your world, and try different things. You're likely quite ready to settle down and be a mom for a while.

Older mothers tend to be more financially stable than younger mothers, and their partners are also usually more financially prepared to be a parent. Older moms are more likely to have stable careers and have partners with stable careers. (Stable careers mean stable income.) Older mothers also are more likely to have a better understanding of how to manage money and tend to have larger nest eggs built up. As a woman who has probably worked for many years, it is likely you are at a good point in your career, and taking time off to have a baby isn't as detrimental to you as it could be to a younger, less-established woman.
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According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the average age at which a U.S. woman gives birth for the first time is now 25.1 years. That may seem young to you, but in 1970 it was 21.1 years! Approximately 5 percent of all births in the United States are to women over age 35.







If you've been wanting a baby for a long time, have been trying to get pregnant for a long time, or have used reproductive technology to help you conceive, you're probably very pleased and relieved to be pregnant. Because of this, it's likely you'll better be able to view the whole pregnancy and parenting experience with perspective. It's likely that you have a good support system in place as well, and that you have sisters, friends, sisters-in-law, cousins, and so on who have children and can give you advice and offer a helping hand when you need one.





Chapter 2
Avenues to Parenthood

Beyond the traditional male-and-female married couple conceiving a baby, there are a wide variety of ways to become a parent. Today there are many choices for women who want to become parents. To be a parent you don't have to be married, heterosexual, or even become pregnant. Families are built on love, not on technicalities. Additionally, many women become parents after miscarriages or without planning. However you get there, the journey is just as wonderful and the result is the same — a child to love.


Single Moms

You don't need a husband to have a baby, and many women are going ahead and realizing their dreams of being mothers without being married to a man. If you choose to have a child on your own, you certainly won't be alone. Because so many divorced mothers raise children alone, single mothers are considered nothing out of the ordinary.
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According to the U.S. Census Bureau, more than a third of all babies (34.6 percent, to be exact) are born to single, unmarried moms. For support and information, join Single Mothers by Choice ( http://mattes.home.pipeline.com; 212-988-0993) or the National Organization of Single Mothers ( www.singlemothers.org; 704-888-5437).







Raising a child by yourself is certainly a doable proposition. While it's true you won't have a partner there to help you with colic, diaper duty, or midnight feedings, it also means that you'll be your child's favorite person. Parenting alone is manageable if you have a good support system in place that is made up of family, friends, child-care professionals, and medical professionals. There are several pathways to single motherhood to consider.

Known Father

Perhaps the simplest way to become a single mother is to become pregnant from intercourse with a man in your life. The best course of action is to talk to the man you have in mind and agree that you want to create a child together.

If the man you would like to be the father doesn't want to be a real involved father to your child, you can either simply put “unknown” on the birth certificate for father, or you can see an attorney and have formal papers drawn up that give you complete custody and relieve him of any responsibility for child support. When thinking about single motherhood, many women consider how they will find male role models for their child and how their extended family will react to the decision to parent alone.
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Remember that any man who is the biological father of a child is entitled to seek custody or visitation. Even if you and a man in your life agree to create a child without him involved as a parent, he can always change his mind and go to court. Having an attorney draw up a legal, binding custody agreement is important no matter how much you are in agreement.







Sperm Donor

Another option is to use a sperm donor to help you create a child. You can obtain a donation from a man you know or have a relationship with. (This is different from just having a baby together; sperm donors sign legal documents prior to the donation giving up all rights to the child.) Once you've reached an agreement, you can create a child the natural way or through insemination.

Sperm banks are another option. Sperm banks pay donors to donate sperm. Donor sperm is carefully screened for STDs and medical conditions. The sperm is frozen until testing is complete (HIV testing takes several months to complete). The women receiving the donations also must be tested for STDs. Donors are described in a data bank or often in a booklet. Information available about the donor often includes the following:


	Photos of the donor as an adult and/or as a child

	Complete medical history

	Physical attributes

	Mental abilities

	Occupation

	Hobbies

	Personality traits

	Nationality



Some women have specific traits in mind when looking for a donor, and when you use a sperm bank you can be very particular. The sperm bank provides counseling to the donors and the women who receive the donations. There is a fee (between $200 and $400) for purchasing the sperm. You can find a list of sperm banks at www.fertilityplus.org/faq/donor.html. Once you have chosen a donor, you can either choose to do a home insemination yourself or have your physician perform a medical insemination. Medical insemination involves a catheter being inserted into the cervical opening (intracervical insemination) or through the cervix so the sperm can be deposited directly in the uterus (intrauterine insemina-tion), increasing the odds of a pregnancy occurring. The latter method is often done in infertility treatment because of male infertility factors. Intrauterine insemination requires the sperm to be washed so as to remove chemicals from the semen that may cause serious reactions. The American Society of Reproductive Medicine provides a booklet about insemination on their Web site at www.asrm.org/Literature/patient.html.
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How do I choose a sperm bank?

There is currently no federal regulation of sperm banks in the United States. Because of this, it is important to find a sperm bank that is accredited by the American Association of Tissue Banks ( www.aatb.org) and which follows the guidelines recommended by the American Society of Reproductive Medicine (ASRM) ( www.asrm.org).







When you use a sperm donor, you receive a complete medical history for the donor. Some sperm banks have mechanisms in place so that children of donors are notified of medical conditions discovered in the donor or donor's family years after the donation takes place. Some donors are willing to be contacted by their children in the future, while others wish not to be. If this is an important consideration for you, discuss it with the sperm bank. You may also wish to ask to have several other vials of the same donor's sperm reserved for you in case you would like to have more children, so that they can be full siblings to each other. It's important to ask how many children a donor you are considering has. If there are many, you may wish to consider using another donor, because this increases the odds that his children could someday meet and could unwittingly have children together.


Adoption

Adoption is a pathway to parenthood that works for both single and married women. Adoption allows you to give the gift of a family to a child who might not otherwise have one. When you adopt a child, he legally becomes your child, and a new birth certificate is issued with your name as parent. Some women worry that adopting a child is not the same as having a biological child. Women who have adopted can tell you that you will love an adoptive child just as much as any other child in your family and biology doesn't make a bit of difference. Once that child is placed in your arms, she becomes yours. Adoption is simply another pathway to finding the child of your heart.

All adoptions require the adoptive parents to obtain a home study and criminal background check to be eligible to adopt. A home study is a written document prepared by a social worker that describes your situation, including the following:


	Job and work commitments

	Finances

	Marital status

	Living arrangements

	Child-care arrangements you would make

	Physical and mental health

	Support system, including family and friends

	Hobbies and interests



In addition to the home study document and various court forms, you'll be asked to provide several letters of recommendation from people in your life, such as clergy, friends, and neighbors. It can seem a little exhausting that you have to prove yourself to such an extent when other women can get pregnant without any approval from anyone, but the system is set up to protect children.
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An open adoption is one in which the birth parents and adoptive parents have some contact with each other. In a closed adoption, information about the birth parents is kept private. Many people also think of an open adoption as being one in which the child is told about his or her birth parents.







All adoptions must be finalized with a court proceeding, and you should always use an attorney. Contact the American Academy of Adoption Attorneys for a referral ( www.adoptionattorneys.org; 202-832-2222).

When considering adoption, there are several types to choose from, including international, domestic public agency, domestic private agency, and independent adoption.

International Adoption

International adoption is the adoption of a child from a country outside the United States. The benefit of international adoption is that there are many children available. Because of the waiting periods, these children cannot be adopted as newborns.

The cost of an international adoption is somewhere between $10,000 and $40,000, about the same as a domestic adoption once you add in travel costs. (With most international adoptions, you must travel to your child's country of origin at least once.) When you do an international adoption, you almost always need to work through a U.S. agency that works with an agency in the foreign country. In some countries you are able to choose your child yourself, while other countries simply assign a child to you. There are often unplanned holdups and red tape involved in international adoptions, so it is important to work with an agency that will support you entirely and work through these snags with you. You'll want to be sure the agency provides you with an interpreter and a representative to help move things along while you are traveling.

It is essential that you retain an attorney who is experienced in handling international adoptions because completing the process is all about having the paperwork done correctly. To have the adoption recognized by the U.S. government, you will probably need to adopt your child in the country of origin and then repeat the procedure at home in your state. You will also need to complete immigration paperwork prior to bringing your child home, to obtain permission to bring him into the country.
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When planning an international adoption, it is important that you find a pediatrician who specializes in international adoption so that he or she can evaluate the photos and medical records you receive of potential adoptive children. This allows you to make an informed choice about whether you want to adopt the child in question, who may have medical conditions common in certain developing countries.







When you do an international adoption, you often do not meet or receive any information about your child's birth parents and may not have any way of finding them when your child is older. However, many parents find that international adoption brings a whole new culture into their lives and allows them to explore their child's culture and incorporate it into the family. It is possible to raise your child as an American while celebrating and embracing his heritage.

Domestic Public Agency Adoption

A public adoption agency is one run by a state, and the children available for adoption are by and large children who were placed in foster care and have now been freed for adoption. The biological parents of these children had their parental rights terminated, and the children are placed in foster care until an adoptive family can be found for them. Many of these children are older and because of this, they can be hard to place. Additionally there are often sibling groups of children that need to be placed together, something few families are willing to do. The benefit of state agency adoption is that there is no shortage of children available; however, it is next to impossible to adopt a newborn this way. Public agency adoptions are the least expensive type of adoption, with costs averaging about $3,000.

You may be able to accept a child as a legal risk placement, which entails having him placed in your home before the adoption is officially completed so that you can immediately begin bonding with each other. Many public agency adoptive children have special needs, so it is important to obtain a full assessment and discuss financial assistance available for these children. You will also want to know about the child's exposure to, or use of, drugs or alcohol.
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To find children available for adoption through state agencies, view their photos online through the state photo listings at http://photolisting.adoption.com. You can also contact your local department of social services or family and children's services for information about children in your area.







Another consideration in public agency adoption is that many of these children know who their biological parents are. An adoption may sever all legal ties to the biological parents, but it can't erase memories or change a child's attachment to a parent. Because of this, many courts allow adoptive and biological parents to create kinship agreements — written agreements that allow the child to continue to have contact with biological parents, siblings, and other relatives. These agreements are not usually legally binding, though, and are at the discretion of the adoptive parents.

Domestic Private Agency Adoption

Adoption through a private U.S. agency is what most people think of when they hear the word adoption. This is the type of adoption through which you are able to adopt newborns, but there may be long waits, with some lasting over a year. In a domestic private agency adoption, you must first choose an agency to work with. Attend several informational meetings and choose an agency that you feel most comfortable with. Ask for references and check them.

A private agency adoption can cost up to $40,000. Get details about how the fee is broken down and what part is refundable if an adoption does not occur. The adoptive parents pay the birth mother's medical expenses. Be sure to inquire if you will be paying your birth mother's personal medical expenses or whether you will pay into a pool that covers expenses for all birth mothers. The pool is a gamble given that your birth mother's expenses could be higher or lower than the average.

Birth mothers contact agencies about placing their babies. Birth parents are then screened by the agency, which chooses only those who are sincere. The agency then selects an adoptive parent or parents, or the birth mother may make the selection. The agency handles all contact with the birth mother unless the parties agree to have personal contact. Counseling is required. You usually will meet the birth mother at least once (more if you have an open adoption arrangement), and you will have a complete medical history for your child.
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In 1992, the last year for which adoption statistics have been gathered, the National Center for State Courts reported that 126,951 children were adopted in the United States. Over 1.5 million U.S. children have been adopted, 2 percent of all children.







In most states there is a waiting period (ranging from a few days to a few weeks) between the birth and when the birth parent's rights are formally revoked. This is the time period in which birth parents can change their minds, and this is what most adoptive parents worry about the most when considering adoption. The good news is that birth parents rarely change their minds. In the cases that get media attention, it is usually true that both the birth parents did not give legal and binding consent to the adoption.

Independent Adoption

An independent adoption occurs when you locate a birth mother yourself without the help of an agency. There are several ways to locate a birth mother. A popular way is to place ads in the newspaper, asking potential birth mothers to contact you. You can use word of mouth, asking people to spread the word. Some adoptive parents have business cards made up with their contact information so that can be passed along. Creating a Web site about yourself is another way to get the word out about your desire to adopt. There are many Web sites where you can register and place ads or notices. Another method is to work with an adoption attorney who has information about birth mothers seeking adoptive parents. Yet another method is to use an adoption facilitator, a professional who works to put birth parents in touch with adoptive parents.

The benefit of independent adoption is that you alone are in control. No agency makes decisions about you. You find a birth mother, and you decide if she is right for you. You also can adopt a newborn and create whatever kind of open adoption arrangement works for all involved.

As with private agency adoption, you always run the risk that the birth parents will change their minds. If you're on your own, you have no backup and no agency to find another baby for you right away. There are very specific laws about adoption governing everything from the types of ads you can place to the way contact is initiated to what expenses you are allowed to pay for. It is essential that you work with an experienced attorney who can guide you through the process.
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Adoption facilitators are specifically permitted by law in only four states. Twenty-three states prohibit them. Other states have no laws either way. Because facilitators are not very well accepted, if you choose to use one, be certain to get references and have an attorney review all documents.







It is very important that you and the birth mother each see a counselor to help you deal with the emotions associated with adoption. It is a very difficult decision for the birth mother to make, and you want to be sure she is committed to it before you invest time and money.

It is possible to find a birth mother on your own and then hire an agency to see the adoption through. With this method, you make the important choice of birth mother yourself and then obtain professional help with the details of the adoption.


Blended Families

A wonderful way to have a parenting relationship with a child is to be a stepparent. If you are married to or plan to marry someone who has children from a previous relationship, you are or will be a stepparent to them. The relationship is sometimes portrayed as difficult, but if you keep in mind that your stepchildren have two parents and have the bonus of having another adult in their lives who loves them, you will be able to keep it all in perspective.
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What legal rights do stepparents have with regard to their stepchildren?

Stepparents have few legal rights to their stepchildren. Stepparents are not legal parents unless they formally adopt their stepchildren. (Called a second-parent adoption, this is a shorter, simpler process than other adoptions.) Some courts have begun recognizing the emotional bond that exists between stepparents and stepchildren, but they are not the majority.







Should you have a child of your own, your children and your spouse's children will be stepsiblings. Blended families such as these are more and more common today, when so many marriages end in divorce. Raising a blended family requires patience, schedules, and good communication.


Same-Sex Couples

If you have a same-sex partner, it is very possible to become parents together. In most states, one of you will have to become a parent first. The other parent then adopts the child through the second-parent adoption process used by stepparents. A second-parent adoption is a simplified adoption, but it does still require a home study and background checks.
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A second-parent adoption is absolutely essential if you and your partner are raising a child together. Should the legal parent die, the partner has no legal ties to the child and may not be given custody, even if a will names her as guardian. A second-parent adoption ensures that both of you are legal parents.







Many lesbian couples choose to use insemination to become pregnant. As discussed earlier in the chapter, you can use a known donor or go to a sperm bank. Some lesbian couples prefer to use sperm donations from gay donors. If this is something you are interested in, there is a sperm bank in San Francisco called Rainbow Flag Health Services ( www.gayspermbank.com) that specializes in these kinds of donations.

Adoption is another choice for same-sex couples. If you are considering international adoption, you should be aware that no foreign countries permit gay couples to adopt. Homosexuality has become a “Don't ask, don't tell” situation in the adoption community to some extent. If you are gay and you are adopting a child alone, with plans for your partner to do a second-parent adoption later, there is no need to disclose this. When you have a home study done, you will have to be honest about living with someone else, but it is possible to paint this as a roommate situation.

Some private domestic agencies are funded by churches and may have preferences against gay couples. Public agencies are most likely to be accepting to gay singles or couples.
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How do I find a lesbian-friendly sperm bank?

Most sperm banks are now very lesbian-friendly and don't care if a woman is married, single, or gay. For a list of sperm banks that are known to be lesbian-friendly, visit www.familypride.org and read the FAQs in the education section.







If one of you has a child from a previous relationship, the other partner can adopt the child. If the child has a second legal parent, that parent must receive notice of and consent to the adoption. If the other parent will not consent, then your partner won't be able to formally adopt your child.


Unplanned Pregnancy

If you are pregnant and did not plan the pregnancy, you're probably still in shock. Unplanned pregnancies can cause a whole host of emotions — fear, joy, anger, sadness, excitement, anxiety, and more. It can take time to adjust to the idea of becoming a mother, and a mature mother at that.

If you talk to parents of other unplanned children, though, you will find that they would not change the fact of their child's existence for the world. Take some time and talk with your partner, family, and friends if you are feeling a little shaky at the idea of being a mother. The most important thing you can do is see your obstetrician or midwife as soon as possible and begin taking a prenatal vitamin immediately. Try to pinpoint the first day of your last period so that your health-care provider can determine how far along you are. You will probably be offered an ultrasound to accurately date the pregnancy.


Pregnancy after Loss

Many women experience pregnancy loss and go on to have other children. The miscarriage rate is difficult to pinpoint because many miscarriages occur before the woman realizes she is pregnant. With current technology, a pregnancy can be (but often is not) diagnosed as early as nine days after conception, even before a period is missed. Including these early confirmed pregnancies, as many as 20 to 50 percent of all pregnancies end in miscarriage. About 15 percent of all clinically confirmed (by fetal heart rate or ultrasound) pregnancies end in miscarriage.

When you get pregnant again after a pregnancy loss, you are likely to be very worried about experiencing another loss. Some women feel extremely nervous until they pass the point at which the previous pregnancy ended. Try to take things one day at a time and avoid worrying unnecessarily. Talk to your physician about your concerns and discuss any risk factors. The majority of miscarriages are chromosomally abnormal or have embryos with serious birth defects; in most cases, it is the mother's body's way of dealing with an abnormal pregnancy. Generally, having one miscarriage does not increase the risk of a second miscarriage. For the most part, you are likely to have a happy and healthy pregnancy this time around. The loss that you suffered will never completely leave you, and you may still find yourself noticing the due date for that pregnancy go by or other milestones. The child that you lost will always be a part of you.


Facing Pregnancy Again

If you have other children and are pregnant again, you may be thrilled and excited or you may be apprehensive. If this is your first over-35 pregnancy, you may be wondering how it will be different from your previous pregnancies. Your obstetrician or midwife may monitor your pregnancy a bit more closely; you might find you tire a bit more easily than with previous pregnancies; and you may have more prenatal testing to get through. But if you've been pregnant before, you can rest assured that this pregnancy will probably be similar to your previous pregnancy or pregnancies.
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According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the average U.S. family has 1.86 children. The state with the highest average is Utah, where families average 2.21 children. Your family certainly won't have any decimal points!







If you already have children, you are probably excited about adding a sibling to your family. You'll now be dividing your energies between your existing child or children and your pregnancy and soon-to-be newborn. Adding a child to your family means learning some juggling skills and managing sibling conflicts, but it also means having the joy of watching your children love each other. You will find the right balance in your life and your new family will fit into your life.
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