
biological and adopt-

ed children, and my 

own experiences.  

*Be honest: Accord-

ing to Joan Regan, a 

social worker with 

Holt International 

Children’s Services, 

children can sense 

when something is 

changing, and they 

may be anxious 

about the unknown. 

Should parents tell 

their children early in 

the process, before 

the home study, or 

after everything is 

approved? It depends 

largely on your 

child’s age and on 

the kind of adoption 

you are pursuing. 

Some adoptions may 

take a year or more 

to complete, while 

others may take only 

months.  

According to Regan, 

“Some families do 

Mommy, can you take 

care of me always?” 

asked my five-year-old 

daughter, Colleen. “Of 

course,” I replied easing 

the impatiens into the 

garden. “But what if 

you can’t?” she persist-

ed. “Who would take 

care of me? Would I 

need a new mommy?”  

“Well,” I stammered, 

realizing this wasn’t idle 

chitchat, “there’s Daddy 

and Nana to help if I 

don’t feel well or have 

to go someplace. And 

you know I always 

come home to you.” 

Then, in the astonishing 

way children have of 

switching gears, she 

shouted, “Look, Mom, a 

butterfly!” and darted 

across the lawn to fol-

low it. My knees sank 

slowly into the soil. 

This was a conversation 

I hadn’t expected when 

we shared the news that 

our daughter was go-

ing to be a big sister 

via adoption. We ex-

plained that, because 

the baby’s birthpar-

ents could not care 

for him, we would be 

his forever family.  

While my husband 

and I read everything 

we could find on 

adoption and enjoyed 

Colleen’s excitement 

about becoming a big 

sister, we neglected 

to consider concerns 

she might have. It 

was startling to dis-

cover her fears that 

mirrored our own 

when we first consid-

ered adoption. What 

had eased my fears? 

How can a parent 

make adoption un-

derstandable? The 

suggestions that fol-

low are gleaned from 

adoption profession-

als, parents of both 
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not introduce the topic of 

adoption prior to the 

home study interview, 

fearing they may not 

‘pass.’ In reality this 

hardly ever happens. 

Children can be told that 

the social worker is com-

ing, not in the role of in-

spector or judge, but to 

help the family decide if 

adoption is the right 

choice for them.”  

Regan suggests approach-

ing the subject by 

“gradually talking in very 

general terms about the 

possibility of another 

child joining the family. 

Parents may then define 

time frames in terms that 

children can understand, 

such as ‘after your next 

birthday’ or ‘after sum-

mer vacation’ to antici-

pate the arrival of the 

new sibling.”  

Susan Watson, Director 

of Birth Parent Services 

for Spence-Chapin 



N.Y.C., has worked with older 

siblings and their families for 

years. She encourages parents to 

avoid the desire to ask a child if 

he or she would like a sibling. 

“A child shouldn’t have the 

sense that he has the power to 

make this enormous family deci-

sion. Parental authority in this 

area should be recognized from 

the start.” 

*Include your child: Debbie and 

Paul Miller included their older 

son, Sean, in as many aspects of 

their domestic adoption process 

as possible. “We brought Sean to 

the home study and when we got 

fingerprinted. He even went with us 

to meet a birth couple.” 

Terri and Mike Guth, who recently 

adopted their six-year-old son, Jo-

seph, from Ukraine, included their 

son, John, in the adoption process 

from the beginning. “We had made 

the decision to adopt but were de-

bating whether we wanted a boy or 

a girl. We asked John. He thought 

about it for a while and then told us 

that he wanted a brother.”  

 

Asking Colleen to be our official 

announcer worked for us. She de-

lighted in telling people our good 

news.  Involving her this way 

strengthened our sense of proceed-

ing through the adoption process as 

a family.  

 

“When an arrival date seems 

likely,” says Watson, “children 

can be involved with prepara-

tion like buying bottles, formu-

la, and diapers, and setting up 

the nursery. Older children can 

discuss the differences in 

building a family through 

adoption or by birth.” 

 

*Reassure: Once a child is in-

troduced to the idea of adop-

tion, fears may surface about 

whether adoption is permanent. 

A child may fear, as my daugh-

ter did, being placed for adop-

tion if her parent becomes ill. 

Regan asserts, “Explaining that 

birthparents are unable to par-

ent at all, due to age, chronic 

poverty, or cultural stigmas, 

may help eliminate fears of 

abandonment if illness or tem-

porary economic reversals hit 

your family.” Nancy Borders, a 

psychotherapist specializing in 

adoption, recommends explain-

ing that adoption is a plan that 

biological parents make for 

their child, not a haphazard 

decision. 

A child’s fears may surface as 

questions, disruptive behavior, 

or negative comments like, 

“Mommy will love the new 

baby more than me.” Borders 

says that one of the best ways 

to reassure your child is to 

“constantly reaffirm her place 

in your family.” My husband 

and I enlisted our daughter’s 

help in imagining what it would 

be like to be a family of four. 

How would we arrange the chairs 

around the dinner table? Who 

would sit behind Mommy in the 

car? This reassured Colleen that 

her brother would be sharing her 

space, not taking her place.  

 

Children may also fear that their 

sibling could someday be taken 

away. Borders suggests reassuring 

your child that “when you adopt, 

you become that child’s family 

forever.” Parents, Borders asserts, 

should impress upon their chil-

dren that “siblings, like husbands 

and wives, develop relationships 

not because of blood but because 

they are raised together.”  

*Encourage discussion: Adoption 

discussions with your child will 

help you learn what’s on his mind 

and allow you to correct any mis-

conceptions about adoption. Wat-

son advises, “Include children—

but don’t overwhelm them with 

complex information. Procedural, 

legal, and emotional issues in 

adoption are tough for adults to 

understand. Most children are not 

developmentally ready to take 

these on.” 

 

*Prepare for questions: Reading 

books about adoption, role play-

ing responses to intrusive ques-

tions, and using positive adoption 

language helped us prepare our 

daughter for questions from fami-

ly and friends. It also helped, after 

adoption, when we responded 
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with authority to questions others 

asked in our daughter’s presence. 

Is he yours, too? Sure is. 

I can tell she belongs to you, but 

who’s this little guy? He’s mine 

too. 

When remarks like these come up, 

we talk about them when we get 

home. Sometimes Colleen and I 

fall into giggles about what we 

could but won’t say in response to 

rude questions. 

Watson advises providing children 

with basic adoption facts  and then 

allowing them to decide how to 

answer questions. They will model 

their answers on what their parents 

say. She adds, “Children should 

not be given private information 

that parents want kept within the 

immediate family. They shouldn’t 

have to feel that they are keeping 

secrets. We want siblings to feel 

proud to tell their family’s adop-

tion story without having to censor 

themselves.” 

*Network: We were fortunate to 

find a local support group that in-

cludes families formed by birth 

and adoption. Terri Guth and her 

family belong to a chapter of Fam-

ilies of Russian and Ukrainian 

Adoptions. Borders says, 

“Children who have a network of 

adopted friends do better. I think 

it’s very important for the adopted 

child and the biological child to 

see that their family is as normal 

as any other family.” 

Networking is especially im-

portant for families who are 

adopting transracially.  

“International celebrations can 

be fun,” says Watson, “but they 

are no different than any other 

family activity. They may be a 

big hit with some family mem-

bers and not for others. Your 

biological child may enjoy Ko-

rean Culture Day while your 

Korean child does not. Parents 

should set the tone for what 

they think are important ‘all 

family’ events.” 

*Discuss the adjustment:  A 

new sibling, no matter how he 

or she comes into the family, is 

a big adjustment. Add to that 

the possibility that parents may 

have to spend extra time with a 

child who has developmental 

delays, and the sense of being 

displaced can be overwhelming. 

“Making special time for your 

older child is especially im-

portant,” Watson says, “even 

though it can be difficult with 

all of the demands and activity 

surrounding a new child.”  

 

*Empathy is the key: Some-

times it’s really hard to share 

Dad with a new baby, isn’t it? 

Babies can be a lot of hard 

work, can’t they? You seem re-

ally angry today. What’s up? 

Such questions, explains Wat-

son, demonstrate your  recogni-

tion that it’s not always easy to 

be a big brother or sister. 

Children may behave negatively 

during the adjustment period. 

This is normal, says Watson, 

“excessive clinging, needing a 

great deal of attention, regres-

sion to an earlier stage of devel-

opment, misbehaving in unusual 

ways, or even trying to harm the 

newcomer.” If you are having a 

difficult time coping, or if your 

child does not seem to be adjust-

ing well to the arrival of his or 

her sibling, contact your pedia-

trician or social worker for help. 

*Watch and enjoy: Because so 

many dreams are invested in 

adoption, you hope that your 

child will be instantly delighted 

with his new sibling. Borders 

cautions, though, that “if you try 

to force it, you’re only going to 

cause anger, hurt feelings, and 

tension. You have to let the kids 

develop their own relationship.” 

The Guths worried about the 

language barrier between their 

two sons. To their great relief, 

says Terri, “even though they 

did not speak one another’s lan-

guage, the boys could communi-

cate. They spent time together 

and got to know each other’s 

likes and dislikes. Now they’re 

buddies.” 

Remember, you know your child 

best. What works for another 

child may not work for yours. 

Rely on your knowledge as a 

good parent—your child’s par-

ent—to guide him through the 

process of adopting a sibling.     

Jane Dalton is a writer and 

mother of  two. 
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For additional information or to 
request services, please contact 

KVC at: 1-888-655-5500 or by          
e-mail at:                                     

adoptionspecialist@kvc.org   

Adoption Support Group 

Every 2nd Thursday of the month 

 6:30pm-7:30pm 

First Baptist Church 

8200 W. 96th St.  

Overland Park, KS 

All families welcome (families inter-

ested in adopting, families who have 

adopted recently or many years ago, 

families in the process of adopting ).  

 

Childcare will be provided. Please 

email ngessner@kvc.org  or call 913-

956-5333 to reserve child care or with 

any questions.  

 Cheyenne loves to 

read and interact with 

others. She enjoys 

playing with her 

friends and going 

swimming. Cheyenne 

likes school and con-

tinues to make many 

improvements in the 

classroom. Cheyenne 

requires extra assis-

tance from caregivers 

in coping with her emotions and past experienc-

es. She would do best in a family where she is 

the youngest or only child in the home. Chey-

enne would benefit from a family that is very 

structured, consistent and loving. Cheyenne 

would love to be part of a forever family.  

For more information about Cheyenne please 

contact: 

Kaysie Paske at kpaske@kvc.org or 

(913) 890-7544 


