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THE EVERYTHING® PARENT'S GUIDE TO RAISING YOUR ADOPTED CHILD

Dear Reader,

I've watched philosophies about adoption change dramatically over the forty years since I fought the child welfare system for the right to adopt two baby girls who were my foster daughters. I've actively worked with foster and adoptive families for many years, and ended up adopting three of my nine children. I also have an adopted brother and adopted grandchildren, as well as a dozen or so nieces, nephews, and cousins who are adopted.

This book is the result of year s of experience and a great deal of research into the phenomenon of adoption as a significant, loving way to form a family. It is also an attempt by my editors and me to find the areas of truth (defined by behavioral research as well as anecdotal evidence) amidst all the rhetoric.

I would love to hear your story, to add it to the hundreds I've heard over the past year. Please contact me at Adams Media or on my Web site, www.corrielynneplayer.com, to share your ideas and thoughts about the special, joyous adventure of parenting through adoption.
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® PARENT'S GUIDE


Everything®
 Parent's Guides are a part of the bestselling Everything®
 series and cover common parenting issues like childhood illnesses and tantrums, as well as medical conditions like asthma and juvenile diabetes. These family-friendly books are designed to be a one-stop guide for parents. If you want authoritative information on specific topics not fully covered in other books, Everything®
 Parent's Guides are your perfect solution.
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Alerts:
 Urgent warnings



[image: illustration]
 
Essentials:
 Quick handy tips
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Facts:
 Important snippets of information
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Questions:
 Answers to common questions
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 adoption (a dop´ tion) n. 1. Building a family through the process of concentrated, dedicated, enduring love, rather than biology.
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Introduction


No other method of forming a family carries as many misconceptions, possibilities, and challenges as adoption. Most people who want to become parents just go ahead and let biology take its course. But when you decide to adopt, you must put up with a vast array of nosy people who investigate everything from your income to your parenting philosophy. And you quickly learn that all the good intentions in the world won't do you much good unless you have special training and support.

Generally, your adopted child is just like any other child — he needs food, shelter, kindness, loving discipline, and appropriate boundaries. Most of all, he needs a secure attachment to you and other members of your immediate family in order to develop physically and emotionally.

You may be just starting out on your adoption adventure. Perhaps you've found a birth mom on your own and are anxiously awaiting her due date or you're waiting for an international adoption to be approved so you can bring your child home. You may be involved in either a kinship or stepparent adoption. You could be enduring the long, complicated process of filling out forms, writing a dossier, and working with an agency. Perhaps you've endured infertility or child loss and are finally putting the pieces of your life together or feel a spiritual call to adopt, to give a home and future to a child from the foster care system or a third-world country. Maybe your child has been in your home for a while, and you need some friendly, sound advice from somebody who understands where you're coming from. This book will give you tips and direction and help you figure out where to go for more in-depth information, no matter what your situation is.

You will get important information about things like how to interact with birth parents and extended families, questions to ask yourself about whether or not you want to take on the challenges of older children, emotional pitfalls and unique discipline issues for adopted children, and how to provide the answers to hard questions like “Why didn't my birth mom keep me?”

Adoption is a wonderful way to form a family, but it's not for the thin of skin or faint of heart; it requires a strong sense of self and an almost mystical yearning to be a parent.


The Everything® Parent's Guide to Raising Your Adopted Child contains the latest research and opinions of adoption professionals, but it also gives advice from the real experts — adoptive parents, grown adoptees, and biological families. The descriptions and stories come from those who have adopted infants domestically, who have gone to Guatemala, Russia, China, and many other places around the world to adopt, or who have taken on older children, teens with special needs, or sibling groups. Please note that these stories are composites compiled from real situations, but with identifying information changed to protect the identities and privacy of those involved.

Let this book be your inspiration and your guide as you consider adoption and make important choices about a child that has joined or may join your family.





CHAPTER 1


Is Adoption Right for You?


Adoption may not be for everybody, but it may be for you. All adopted children, whether they come home from the hospital as newborns, are adopted from foster care, or come into your life from another country, have unique concerns that must be addressed. In most families, the special joys of adoption far outweigh the challenges.


Deciding to Adopt

Deciding whether or not to adopt is one of the most important choices you can make in your adult life. It's a choice that will ripple through your family, your community, and ultimately, society in general. You need to consider the options available to you and weigh them for yourself.


Considering How to Build a Family


You may be faced with a choice between assisted conception and adoption. Many families turn to adoption when they are unsuccessful conceiving or carrying a pregnancy to full term. Some parents know in their hearts they are meant to adopt children and never even consider pregnancy. Whatever path brings you to adoption, the decisions are yours alone, and in the eyes of adoption agencies, it is irrelevant what has brought you to consider adoption.


Choosing the Right Time


As you ponder your decision, you may ask, “When is the best time for me to adopt?” The answer will depend on your stage of life and your family's particular situation. If you have been yearning for a child for years and have no other children presently in the home, you may want to start the process as quickly as possible. If you already have small children, you should reflect on how soon the family will be able to adjust successfully to an additional family member.

It is important to consider the current needs of any existing children in your family; strong-willed children need closer supervision than more cooperative children. Many families with positive adoption outcomes report that they waited until their challenging children were old enough to be helpful before taking on a special needs infant or child.

If you have significant personal events going on in your life at the moment, consider the drain these changes have on your attention and energy. Adopted children, even infants, often need a longer adjustment period than biological children and might require changes in your work schedule or ability to return to work. You might find that right now is not an ideal time for you to adopt.


Financial Concerns and Considerations


Like many people, you may be under the impression that adopting a child always costs tens of thousands of dollars. The cost depends on which type of adoption you choose: private adoptions in which you support a birth mother through her pregnancy and delivery, and pay legal and agency fees, home-study costs, and so on can cost upward of $25,000; an international adoption may cost even more because of travel and bureaucratic complications. Adopting a child from a public agency (foster care) is much less expensive in initial costs.

Some states offer forms of financial help, and you may qualify for programs such as:


	
African American Adoptions Online



	
Christian World Adoptions



	
Building Families Fund



	
Employer adoption expense reimbursement programs



	
State payments to help care for a special needs child you adopt



	
Federal adoption tax credits





If you are involved in a kinship adoption (adopting a child who is a relative, see Chapter 2 for more information), you may only need to cover simple legal fees or may qualify for assistance from states who want to keep your relative's child out of the foster care system.
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Want more information on where to find financial help for adoption? If you type “Financial Resources for Adoption” into your Internet search engine, more than two million possibilities will pop up. An example is Tomorrow Is a Gift.com, which will give you twenty-two pages of resources to consider.



Keep in mind that actually raising your adopted child will cost whatever it would have cost if she had been born to you. It's important to understand the financial impact a child will have on your family. Most families find that the joy a child brings is worth much more than the money it costs to raise her. Adopted children can have emotional difficulties that require special services. Whatever the reason, it is important to understand that providing the necessary services to address the emotional problems can make significant demands on a family's finances.


Foster Care as an Inexpensive Option


If you don't have a lot of money, yet have a strong desire to give a child a permanent family, you can go through the licensing process to become a foster adopt home. Foster parents are paid monthly stipends to help cover some of the cost of caring for foster children. Being a foster parent means you must accept that the children who come into your home may not stay, and may eventually be reunited with their parents or relative. Every year, tens of thousands of children cycle into the foster care system, with 500,000 remaining in foster care. Many of these children are adopted, and as the foster parent, you are in a good position to adopt the child you have fostered.


Finding the Right Adoption Experience for You

If you have decided that you have the capacity necessary to be a successful adoptive parent, you must consider the types of adoptions available to you. Adoption today is far different from even a decade ago, and you have many options and possibilities. For example, thousands of older and or disabled children wait in foster care for families to step forward and give them permanent homes; there are children of every race and gender being placed through private and public agencies; and some birth mothers are looking to place their babies independent of agencies.

When considering all the adoption options, you need to consider your comfort level with each one. Would you be happy adopting a child from foster care who had to be removed from her parents due to abuse? How would you feel raising a child from another country who obviously looks nothing like you? How comfortable would you be having a birth mother who wants ongoing contact with the child? Are you nervous working with a birth mother without an agency involved? You must educate yourself about the details of each type of adoption and ask yourself these kinds of questions as you evaluate your options and consider what will work best for your family.

Though adoption options will be discussed in depth throughout this book, the following is a brief overview of the available avenues for adoption.


Private Agency Adoption


If you want to adopt a baby, this is one common pathway. You first find an adoption agency that then screens you and matches you with a birth mother. The birth mother may or may not participate in the placement decision. The baby comes home to you from the hospital. However, keep in mind that it can take many months or even a year or longer to be matched to a birth mother.


Public Agency Adoption


This is adoption from foster care. If you do not wish to adopt an infant, foster care may be for you. There are many children of every age waiting to be placed in a home after their parents' rights have been terminated or surrendered. You can adopt groups of siblings or just one child of any age you choose. There are also many children with special needs in foster care waiting for a family. Public agency adoptions are generally very fast.

You might also consider accepting an at-risk placement. This means you become a foster parent and accept a child who has not yet been freed for adoption. The termination of the birth parents' rights is in progress, but not definite. This allows you to bring a child into your home immediately, but you must accept the uncertainty of the situation. Some prospective adoptive parents find this very stressful emotionally, especially if the child is removed from the home after he has become attached to family members.


International Adoption


There are many children available for adoption from orphanages and agencies in other countries. These children are not usually available until they are older babies or toddlers. The list of countries that permit international adoption changes frequently, so you need to work with an agency that knows the laws and can help you find a child. Each country has its own requirements. In almost all international adoptions, you will need to travel to the country once or twice before finalization of the adoption. You will need help cutting through the red tape in your child's country of origin, and your agency will provide you with a translator and or a guide. This type of adoption can take up to a year to complete.


Independent Adoption


If you locate a birth mother yourself, you can adopt her child. You will need an attorney to handle the paperwork. Some people ask an agency to help process the adoption as well. This is another way to adopt an infant. Finding a baby yourself can take a long time and involve a lot of heartbreak if the birth mother changes her mind.


Assess Your Emotional and Physical Status

Adoption is best entered into after a lot of thought and research. Deciding to adopt depends on myriad questions, most of which can only be answered by you and your spouse or partner. You must first determine that you are ready and able to cope with the adoption both emotionally and physically; raising a child requires all of you.


Deal with Your Emotional Issues First


Your self-examination should include recognition of semiconscious or subconscious emotions. If you've been trying to conceive for years or have been told that your infertility is irreversible, you need to grieve over the child that might have been, as well as any pregnancy losses you suffered. It is important to understand that grief can be a complex combination of anger, sadness, and fear. Many people find it necessary to receive professional help in their grieving process to fully resolve their feelings and be emotionally available for an adopted child. Your newly adopted child will need to have his own special place in your heart and shouldn't be seen as a substitute.


Consider Your Family's Emotional Health


Children deserve to be brought into a strong, successful marriage or a stable single-parent home. If your home life is currently in conflict or if you feel insecure about the future, now is not the best time to consider adoption. Certainly don't think of a new child as a way to fix a problem in your marriage.

Be sure that you and your spouse are in agreement about the adoption. A main reason for failed or dysfunctional adoptions is a lack of agreement between the parents. You must present a united front and be prepared to begin this journey together, ready to enjoy whatever it brings you and willing to address difficulties proactively.
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If you already have a biological child and want to add to your family through adoption, be sure that you understand that your new child cannot be viewed solely as a companion and playmate for your current child. Don't let your current child's desire for a sibling be the main reason for adopting. Take into consideration the impact a new child will have on everybody in the family.



Be sure your immediate family is 100 percent in favor of adopting, because even one dissenter can sabotage the relationship. For example, the Nelson family had three children, a four-year-old boy, an eight-year-old girl, and a thirteen-year-old boy, when they decided to adopt their fourteen-year-old niece, Melinda, whose parents had lost their rights. Although Melinda had lived with them for most of two years, Sam, the thirteen year old, didn't like his cousin; he resented her taking over the eldest spot in the family, among other things. After the adoption, serious problems erupted and Melinda eventually went into foster care. Family and individual counseling, before making the adoption commitment, might have resolved issues and saved the family the tragedy of a failed adoption.

Adoption is a relationship that can create strong emotional intensity. It can be even more complex than marriage because one of the parties is a dependent child who often feels powerless and vulnerable. Being sensitive to the wide range of possible emotions that all family members may experience in the adoption process is essential. Remember that adoption is forever and should be entered into not only with optimism, but with a strong commitment to addressing the needs of all family members.


Consider Physical Limitations


If you, your spouse, or one of your children is dealing with a serious illness, chronic condition, or other physical limitation, you need to consider how able you are to care for a new child. Parenting is a very physical job — lifting and carrying are integral parts in the first few years. People with physical limitations can most definitely be successful adoptive parents, but it is always best to consider how a new child will affect you and your family.


Assess Your Lifestyle


Your career, residence, and obligations to your family are important factors when you are considering adoption. The emotional age of your adopted child will dictate just how much time you can spend away from home, as will the availability of reliable child care. If you adopt a child with attachment disturbance, behavioral problems, or disabilities, your career (or your partner's) may have to take second place. Some children who have lost or never had safe, caring families may need time, sometimes years, to attach to their adoptive parents. You can't solve behavioral problems when you are away from your child, and a child with a physical disability needs involved, consistent care.

If you have obligations to extended family, those obligations can impact whether a particular child will mesh well with your family. For example, an aged parent who lives with you may divert too much energy for you to be able to give an infant or special-needs child sufficient attention. In the same situation, however, an older child or teen may become a support and comfort to her grandparent and you, freeing you up to be able to meet everyone's needs. However, due to early childhood stressors, an older adopted child may not be able to meet the typical expectations of responsibility or empathic understanding that parents would normally have of a child of that age.


Understanding Adoption

Before you can make a decision about adoption, you have to understand how it works and what kind of impact it has on everyone involved. Adoption takes a child from one family unit and permanently places him in another. Everyone involved is impacted by this major move, and understanding some of the effects can help you make an educated decision. Adoption is sometimes referred to as a triad — a three-sided figure made up of the birth parents, adoptive parents, and the child. All three are interrelated and linked to each other. Even if your child never knew his birth parents, the triad still exists and is an important part of life for all of you.


Legal Process


In every adoption, there must be a legal proceeding that frees the child for adoption — that breaks the legal bond between the child and the birth parents. When birth parents place a child for adoption, they must provide legal consent to the adoption by appearing before a court or signing a paper giving up their rights to the child. When a child is removed from a home by the state and freed for an adoption, the court severs the legal bond between child and birth parents, making the child eligible for adoption. In international adoptions, children are placed for adoption, or are sometimes left at orphanages, with the birth parent essentially consenting to the adoption.


The Impact of Early Experiences


When deciding if you could be a good adoptive parent, you should be aware of how adoption can affect a child. Raising an adoptive child is like raising a biological child most of the time; the child will be yours and part of your family. You will love him as much as any natural child, and you will face ups and downs together. However, some of the challenges you will encounter with your adopted child will relate directly to his adoption.
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All children need nourishing food, clean, safe surroundings, and unconditional, persistent love. Your adoptive child will have these same needs, but may also require help to overcome the lack of proper care before and after he was born, depending on the situation he was in. You must ponder your fitness for parenting a child whose earliest experiences could have a lingering and sometimes profound effect.



Even if your child is placed in your arms within days of his birth and received good prenatal care, he will eventually begin to wonder about his biological origins. His early years won't be much different from any child's, but by the time he enters school, being adopted may become an issue. No matter how much love he receives from you, he will wonder about where he came from and question why he's with you. You must be ready to answer his questions in a way that reassures him about your abiding, enduring commitment (see Chapter 15).


Reasons Your Prospective Child Needs a New Family


The child you adopt may have been given up by a healthy mother who decided she couldn't parent, or may have been removed from a dysfunctional, dangerous home by the state; he may have been abandoned, or been placed in an overseas orphanage by parents overwhelmed by poverty. Each child has his own history; your role is to provide a new home for the child and help him eventually understand, in the best possible light, the choices made by the birth parents that led to the adoption.

Children who become adoptable are in the situation involuntarily. Some children of toddler age and older may feel powerless and hopeless if they've changed homes more than once through foster care. Infants have an innate desire to be with an attachment figure, a parent who will consistently meet their needs and assure their survival. Children whose birth parents, their attachment figures, have disappeared have to deal with that loss. Even children who had no contact with their birth parents will still wonder about them. Through adoption, you can give your child a loving home and begin what some mental health professionals call “The Dance of Attachment” — a process through which your child becomes deeply attached to you, a trustworthy parent, and you have bonded to your child — which will bring you great rewards.
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How can I find reliable information about adoption that will help me make a decision?


The Internet is a great tool, but it isn't selective — anybody can put information up for public consumption, and some of that information may be distorted or false. Instead of just searching the word “adoption,” go to reputable sites like the American Academy of Pediatrics (www.AAP.org), The National Council for Adoption (www.adoptioncouncil.org), or Adoptive Families (www.adoptivefamilies.org).




Attitudes about Adoption


As you ponder whether or not you'd be a good adoptive parent, you'll encounter diverse opinions, ranging from those who believe that only biological relatives should be able to adopt, to those who believe that adoptive families are superior to biological families. Complicating the picture is a public perception that adoption is somehow inferior to forming a family through giving birth. The rhetoric on both sides tends to be hard to follow, but you can sort out fact from fiction by studying the results of scientific research, talking to experienced parents and adult adoptees, and most of all, listening to your own instincts; only you can make the decision that is best for your family.


Adoption Has Become More Accessible

Only a generation ago, adoption wasn't very common. The ones that did take place were closed (secretive) and rarely occurred across racial lines. Few people understood the psychological implications of adoption, but then governments began to address child welfare issues and the social sciences became well-known professions, with thousands choosing to focus on adoption issues, especially attachment and bonding.


Removing Social Barriers to Adoption


Two groundbreaking books helped change public perception about adoption. In 1954, Helen Doss detailed her adoption of nearly a dozen minority and mixed-race children in her book, The Family Nobody Wanted. She described how she learned that race made no difference in the personalities and growth of her children. She also discussed her efforts to armor them against the ingrained racism of the time. Jean Paton's book, The Adopted Break Silence, described forty adults, adopted as children, who shared their stories about the need to have connections to “all the pieces” of their lives. Thirty of the forty participants described their adoptions as “wonderful” or “generally positive,” but even those who were most satisfied felt that adults should have access to their original birth information.

In the early '70s, therapists and mental health workers began to promote the importance of a psychological parent (a person the child emotionally identifies as a parent in her life) rather than a biological parent, and advocated the necessity of speed in placing children into permanent families.

More legislation was passed to address problems with the struggle between parental rights and child advocacy in foster care and state agency adoption placements. The 1980 Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act encouraged states to act on the findings of psychologists and therapists for quick, lasting placements. The Adoption and Safe Families Act, passed in 1997, stressed “permanency planning” and “represented a policy shift away from family reunification and toward adoption.”
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In 1955, Bertha and Harry Holt adopted eight Korean War orphans, which required a special act of Congress. They went on to establish the Holt Adoption Agency, which set the standard for adoptions, both local and international, and is a major agency today.



All of these movements and laws together have resulted in adoption becoming a process that is not only well accepted by society, but one that is easier than ever. Children no longer have to wait years in foster homes for birth parents who they will never be reunited with, and international adoption is now common.


Government Intervention


Unlike a few years ago, adoptive parents today are no longer restricted by race, nationality, marital status, or sexual orientation from becoming a parent. There's a huge national effort to bring adoptable children to the attention of prospective parents, regardless of their race. However, even though Congress now forbids race from being used as the sole criterion for adoption placement decisions (1994), same-race placement is still considered an important guideline by many agencies and social service departments.
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The media has contributed to public awareness about the plight of older adoptable children through Oklahoma's Wednesday's Child, Pennsylvania's Friday's Child, and California's Waiting Child programs. Hundreds of children across the country have found homes because of such programs.



The Multiethnic Placement Act prohibited agencies receiving federal funds from denying transracial adoptions on the sole basis of race, but permitted the use of race as one factor. In 1996, the Inter-Ethnic Adoption Amendment made it impermissible to employ race at all.

Additionally, private agencies such as Casey Family Services, the North American Council on Adoptable Children, Great Kids, Inc., We Care Child & Family Services, and Adoption Ark coordinate with government agencies to help meet the needs of tens of thousands of children who wait in foster care.





CHAPTER 2


Growing Areas of Adoption


There are far more roads to adoption than ever before, and more nontraditional adoptions are taking place. Today, you can adopt your stepchild, grandchild, or other family members. Single and older parents and same-sex couples, who in the past may have been discriminated against, are now some of the more prominent adopters. Hundreds of thousands of children in the United States and millions of children around the world need families, and adoption agencies are looking for new avenues to place these children.


Adoption by Grandparents or Extended Family

If you adopt a grandchild, niece, nephew, or cousin, you will join one of the fastest growing areas of adoption: kinship placements. Because the parent, a relative, passes away or can no longer parent her own child, you may find yourself adding a child to your family. Courts and agencies like kinship adoptions because they allow the child to remain within the same extended family. Usually, a child does not have to start over with strangers when he continues within the same family.


Benefits of Being a Kinship Parent


If you are a grandparent or an older relative adopting, you may welcome thechance to “use thirty years of accumulated wisdom,” as one grandfather commented at the hearing that gave him permanent custody of his four-year-old granddaughter and her six-year-old brother.

You may be content with where you are in life, but find that the adoption presents you with the opportunity to make a huge difference in the life of an extended family member. You can do so with some training and professional support.

One couple, Sue Lee and Roger, took in Sue Lee's cousin, Lucy, whose mother had died of complications of anorexia and drug abuse, and who had been abusive toward Lucy. “I had no idea it would be so hard,” said Sue Lee after the eight-year-old was dropped off at their house. “Here was this cute red-headed girl. She looked like an angel, but within two weeks reality set in.” Sue Lee described her shock at discovering that Lucy would erupt into volcanic bursts of anger, almost without provocation or warning. At other times, she would withdraw into herself, hiding in the closet and hoarding food under her pillow.
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Grandparents as Parents (GAP) is a national support group based in California formed to help grandparents deal with the issues of parenting when their grown children cannot. Their Web site, www.grandparentsasparents.com, contains useful information and tips for forming local groups.



They consulted with their pediatrician, who had recently completed training for meeting the special needs of neglected children. He was able to offer specific advice for dealing with certain behaviors, including dietary changes and activities that directly impacted Lucy's brain chemistry. He also prescribed medications to replace missing chemicals that he believed drove her anger. His treatments, combined with patience and her parents' loving reassurances, gradually turned Lucy into the smiling young adult she is today. Although most adoptive children do not need medication, it's important to understand that there are resources available to you should you find yourself having to manage an adopted child's unstable emotional behaviors.


Moving Out of Your Comfort Zone


If you have older children, you may have breathed a sigh of relief when your youngest started school, and looked forward to devoting more time to your career. You may have already retired or be close to it and anxious to enjoy a calmer lifestyle. However, unexpected events in your family may force you to reexamine your priorities.

The adoption may create a big change in your life. You may need to make changes to your:


	
Income



	
Career



	
Living arrangements



	
Social life



	
Travel plans



	
Schedule



	
Future plans



	
Relationships





It can be hard to reprioritize when you are older, but doing so makes a big difference in the life of the child you are adopting.


Older Siblings Adopting Younger Siblings

Sometimes, the unexpected loss of parents leads to a situation in which older siblings adopt younger siblings. Anecdotal evidence from private and public agencies indicates that siblings can and do successfully parent younger brothers and sisters. However, you must meet certain conditions that have to do with whether or not you can be a parent with all of the responsibilities that entails. Being a parent requires physical stability and emotional maturity. Taking on the responsibility of parenting younger siblings at a time when you are also grieving the loss of a parent or parents can be overwhelming. Many times, an older sibling finds he can be most supportive to younger siblings by remaining involved in their lives without taking on the parent role.


Lifestyle Requirements


The most important condition to adopting a sibling is that you are at a stable place in your life. You should have completed your own education (or at least be self-supporting if you are in school) and be a functional adult, capable of parenting. You must have a permanent residence and an income sufficient to provide for your sibling, and you must be able to demonstrate that stability in a court of law. The exact requirements vary from state to state, so be sure you have good legal advice from an attorney who specializes in adoption and custody cases.
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Visit the American Bar Association online at www.abanet.org. At the top of the page, you will see a “search” block, right under the site's name. Fill in the word “adoption.” You will then be taken to links for all states, where you can further refine your search for adoption laws and requirements.




Emotional Requirements


You must be able to model appropriate relationships and social behaviors. The court will look closely at your living situation to be sure it's stable. They look more favorably on married couples than those who are cohabitating (although cohabitation is not a bar to adopting, it is simply a factor the court will consider). Single siblings can also adopt, provided their lives are settled.

In addition, as with any adoption, the court will research your background to check for any arrest warrants or legal entanglements. They may examine your employment records for long-term jobs to decide whether or not you have sufficient financial resources.

Another condition is that the age difference between you and your sibling be approximately ten years. Being a parent is very different from being a friend or sibling, and it involves maturity that usually comes from age. Making the mental shift from siblings to parentchild is very difficult. You need to establish your authority and get your sibling to accept it. This can be hard to do, but when you and your sibling only have each other, you will probably start with a high motivation to find a way to make it work.
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Adoptions by siblings closer in age than the usual ten years have occurred, because it often makes more sense to place a child with a sibling with whom she already has a relationship than with an unknown family member.



Finally, the social worker or court will probe you with what-if questions that will reveal your intellectual and emotional capacity to make moral and disciplinary decisions, and to follow through on those decisions. You will be asked such questions as:


	
How will you motivate your sibling to stay in school?



	
What sort of supervision will you provide while you're at work?



	
If your sibling defies you, how will you respond?



	
What will you do if your friends want you to go out to a bar but you don't have a sitter?



	
What would you do if your sibling was using drugs?



	
What kind of discipline will you use?





These kinds of questions are designed to determine your maturity and parenting capabilities. Think about as many scenarios as you can, write them down, then write down your possible answers.


Adoption by Stepparents

If you're a stepparent, many aspects of the adoption will be different from other forms because of the biological connection the child has to your spouse. Some states offer streamlined adoption processes for stepparents. Once you adopt, you'll no longer be the stepparent, you'll be the legal parent in every sense of the word. This distinction is crucial, because your family will no longer be blended, it will be primary. However, you will still deal with semantics, because your child will be aware of the biological parent.
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When there's an adoption, the biological parent has no legal right to see or spend time with the child. In some open or kinship adoptions, visitation with biological parents is agreed on without the force of law. In some states, these agreements are contained in the adoption decree, yet are generally not very enforceable. Unless you sign some sort of contract for visitation, you don't have to let anyone visit or contact your child.



The age of the child at the time of the adoption is also important. When children who are adopted by stepparents are infants or are very young, they won't have the same conflicted feelings an older child or teen might have. You are the parent, and the law backs you in making decisions for your child, but you should take into consideration existing relationships. Although you have become the legal parent, the biological parent still may be important to your child; you can't undo the emotional bonds that exist. See Chapter 13 for further discussion.


Continued Contact for Biological Family


As a stepparent who is adopting, you should respect the child's needs and the emotional welfare of the whole family. There are probably family members on the biological father's or mother's side (who-ever is giving up parenting rights) who don't want to lose contact with the child, such as aunts, uncles, and grandparents.

Also, when a parent whose rights have been terminated remarries and has other children, the issue of half-siblings arises. Your child may want to have a relationship with those siblings.

Your primary consideration in all this must be your child's emotional well-being. If he has loving, close relationships with extended family, he will reap great benefits as he grows up. However, some children experience complicated grief over adoption when they have repeated contact with biological family members; sometimes the contact causes more longing and unresolved feelings about their loss.


Emotional Ramifications for the Child


The emotional rewards of being adopted by a stepparent can be enormous for the child involved, depending on his age. He may feel a sense of loss or have concerns about his birth parent as he grows up. Typically, feelings about adoption and the biological family change when a child moves into different developmental stages. It is important as an adoptive parent to be willing to revisit adoption issues and process them with your child in developmentally appropriate ways.

A child who is adopted due to a parent relinquishing rights may require counseling to deal with lingering feelings of abandonment or rejection. Be sensitive and supportive; help your child understand that what the other parent did was out of concern for what would be best in the long run.

Help your stepchild feel special about his adoption by frequently expressing your love and the choice you made. You weren't forced into adopting him, it was something you very much wanted to do. When the adoption is finalized, you may choose to give your child a lasting gift such as a watch with something commemorative engraved on it. Mark the anniversary every year by going out to dinner or a movie and buying a small gift, such as a toy or game. Predictable rituals repeated through the years can help children accept an adoption.
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Try to make certain that relatives don't play favorites among your children, favoring those related to them by blood over those related through marriage and adoption. Any significant distinctions between siblings, whether they're biological, step, or adopted, can be toxic to your family's emotional well-being.




Adoption by Single Parents

According to the latest census data, single-parent homes with children under eighteen make up almost 50 percent of all households in the United States. And more and more single people are choosing to adopt. While in the past some adoption agencies have been wary of single parents, they have come to realize that what's important is not the number of parents a child has, but the quality of parenting.


Ramifications for Single-Parent Households


While agencies in the past have been cautious about accepting single-parent adoption, attitudes are changing, and the sheer number of children needing permanent homes, combined with the flood of interest from single adults, has brought about major changes.

Your greatest challenge may come when you realize the job you're considering is one that's difficult even when two people share it! Parenting solo can be a lonely, frustrating duty, but as most of those who've gone before you will attest, it can also be where you will find your greatest joy.

You might find yourself in a situation like Kara. Kara was a teacher in her late thirties who was worried that she would never find the right man in time to have a family, so she decided to adopt. She adopted a beautiful little girl from Russia she named Emma. Kara relied on her parents and sister as resources: Her parents often took Emma for a weekend to give Kara some free time; and her sister was always available at the drop of a hat to babysit. Kara's friends welcomed Emma into their circle and encouraged their own children to make friends with her. Kara found that being a parent was more challenging than she ever imagined, but the joy that Emma brought to her life more than made up for it.
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Single parents need an effective support system. Be sure to have a neighbor or two, as well as a few family members, to assist with child care. No one can do it alone! Backup is important for planning nights out and for help when your child is home sick from school. It's also important emotionally — you need to know there are people you can rely on and talk to when the going gets tough.



Resources are available to help ease the burden of being the sole breadwinner and disciplinarian and main child-care provider. Start by accessing www.parentswithoutpartners.org. They have local chapter meetings that can be very helpful to single parents just getting started. Then ask around at your child's school or day care; you can also ask the principal or director to give your phone number to any single parents he thinks might be willing to share stories and advice.


Overcoming the Challenges of Single Parenting


Having the sole responsibility as a parent can seem overwhelming at times. Don't try to do everything yourself — reach out to family and friends and be sure you have a support system that extends beyond your day care. You need a long-term person, such as an extended family member, who will support you in your parenting role. Continuity and stability are essential, so look for someone who's stable enough to be there for you over time.
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