Understanding the Needs of the Child who is Adopted

Introduction

Adoption is a decision that continues to have a major impact on children’s lives (Selwyn 1996).  The historical myths, legends and fantasies associated with adoption are well documented –[McWhinnie (1967), Triseliotis (1973)] and they often resonate with language heard in adoption debates, ‘abandoned’, ‘chosen’, ‘unwanted’, ‘rescued’, ‘real parents’, ‘natural parents’ etc.  The experience of adoption is not static one for any of the parties involved.  As the child who is adopted grows and develops, the meaning that adoption holds for them changes.  Brodzinsky et al (1993) using Erikson’s model of the life cycle suggests that the search for self, the emergence of individuality and the desire for normality, whilst part of the developmental tasks for all children and young people, are particularly relevant themes for children who are adopted.  Additionally a sense of loss can be especially acute for adopted children [Howe (1995), Jewett (1978), McWhinnie (1967)].  To gain their adoptive families, they have been separated from their families or origin.  The realisation of this loss and subsequent grieving has been identified in children as young as five or six (Melina (1985), Lindbloom and Touliatis (1980)).  

In considering the needs of children who are adopted, the author wishes to emphasise that children who are adopted are in all major respects the same as children who remain within their birth families. They have the same need for love, food, acceptance, safety etc.  In addition, the innate resilience of most children equips them well to adjust to most of the ups and downs of life.  This article considers the extra needs that can arise due to adoption and how those needs may be met. 

Though the supplement concentrates in particular on the needs of the adoptive child attending second level school, it starts out by focusing on the situation during infancy and childhood. How any difficulties regarding adoption are resolved at this age or how issues are handled, has an impact on how the child will cope with adoption issues in the teenage years. It is therefore important for the guidance counsellor to understand some of the issues that may arise at an early age.




Infancy

During infancy, the child has no conscious awareness of being adopted.  The major tasks for the infant who is adopted is to adjust to a new home and new carers, and to develop a secure attachment to the adoptive family.  Studies of the responses of infants to a new home and carers during the first year of life showed that a baby placed in a new home showed least distress when placed between birth and four weeks. 

Babies exhibited much distress when placed between four and twelve weeks - as by then they can respond to new stimuli in the environment. However, they are unable to shut them out when it becomes too much.  Between twelve and twenty-four weeks, babies appear to respond well to new stimuli and to adjust better to changes in diet and environment. On the other hand, between six and twelve months, babies grieve for the loss of their primary caretaker and exhibit much distress when separated from them.  


In seeking to meet the needs of infants who are adopted, adoption agencies can help by basing policies and decisions around the timing of placement on the available research information. They can also prepare adoptive parents for the normal responses to a new home by infants.  

Adopted parents can ease the transition of the child to a new home by keeping as many of the smells, foods and routines used in the foster-home as is possible. The development of the secure attachment of the infant to the new parents will be aided if they provide a concentrated period of everyday care themselves.  This is particularly important if the infant has joined the family after the age of six months and a previously formed attachment has to be relinquished.

Pre-School Years

During the toddlerhood and pre-school years an awareness of being adopted develops but there is little understanding of its meaning and implications.  

Piaget (1929) describes a child of this age as a ‘pre-operational’ thinker who usually takes everything quite literally. Most experts strongly advise that adoptive parents tell children of this age the story of their adoption. They also caution parents to be aware that children may “parrot” the story but do not necessarily understand its meaning.  The story needs to be repeated and expanded as the child grows and develops.

Middle to Late Childhood

The middle childhood period from 5 to 10 is often the time when being adopted first raises anxieties in children.  The developing sense of self can be complicated as the child begins to realise the lack of physical similarity between the adoptive parents and his or her self.  

The child can now differentiate between birth and adoption as alternative ways of forming a family. 

The issue of blood relationships as the basis for most families is also beginning to be understood over this period. The child tries to find solutions to the explanations offered about why they were placed for adoption - e.g. ‘your mother was too young and didn’t know how to take care of you’ may be met with the not unreasonable answer ‘why didn’t you teach her how to care for me?’ or ‘why didn’t you adopt us both?’.  

It is not uncommon for the child who is adopted to fantasise about the parents he/she has not known and to grieve for their loss.  For some children their sense of loss is marked by intense anger and disruptive behaviour.  Others avoid any discussion of adoption and deny their adoptive status at every opportunity.  It is important that parents have as much information as possible on the family of origin of the child, the reasons why the child was placed for adoption and the reasons why the adoptive parents wanted to adopt a child.  

Clear, unbiased information provided in a non-judgemental way and the space to allow for the expression of feelings will see most children through. However for a small number, professional help may be needed.  If adoptive parents do not have the information, they should go back to the agency that placed the child with them and request it.  Assuring the child of the legal permanency of adoption is very important at this time also.  

Adolescence

The adolescent period is often described as a ‘crisis’ period for families. Notwithstanding this, the evidence shows that the reactions of young people to issues of identity and relationships with parents and peers can be highly individualistic. 

It has been shown that changes with regard to these issues tend, on the whole, to be gradual and undramatic - unlike the physical changes undergone at this time.  

Crisis of Identity

The ‘identity crisis’ identified by Erikson can be more problematic for the teenager, when adoption forms a part of the picture. The integration of the various aspects of self such as occupational identity, religious identity, cultural identity and a commitment to some core values and principles is generally seen as essential to resolve the identity issue for everyone.  

The need to hold and accept the contradictions involved in forming identity, which for most people changes and develops over the adult life-cycle, can pose difficulties for those who are adopted. This is particularly true if the answers to basic questions continue to elude them: - Who gave birth to me?  Where was I born? Why was I placed for adoption?  Who do I look like?  Do I have blood relatives…brother, sisters, etc?  If there are no concrete answers there is a risk for the individual of remaining in a diffused identity state, constantly searching and unable to commit. (Erikson)

Issues for Parents

The normal testing of parental authority can be viewed as more marked and frightening for adolescents who are adopted. Remarks such as ‘you are not my real parents’ ‘I hate you’ and threats to run away from home can assume a greater importance, as the adoptive parents know there are biological parents out there. They may feel the anger and frustration as a personal rebuke to their parenting.  They may fear ‘losing’ the young person and this can lead them to over-placate and acquiesce in all of the demands of the adolescent. 

This is happening at a time when structure, certainty and a reasonable level of authority (that can be safely railed against), is what is needed to allow the adolescent to grow, develop and challenge the ‘old order’.

Adoptive parents and adolescents alike must accept the family’s different parts, so that they can renegotiate an on-going permanent relationship based on life together. They need to acknowledge that some relationship whether symbolic or direct with the birth family may need to be accommodated.

Feeling “Different”

Feeling ‘different’ is a feeling often expressed by the child or young person who is adopted. Parents can help by acknowledging that being adopted is different.  Denial of difference does not allow the child/young person to ask the important identity questions or to express their feelings about a central fact of their life.  

Insistence on difference does not allow the child/young person to integrate the beginnings of their life with their ‘growing up’ experiences. It also denies their wish for normality and choice about who they wish to inform concerning their adoption and how much information they should give out.  The child is made to feel different and the adoptive parents may be seen as not fully accepting them into the family.  “It is like planting a tree but digging up the roots frequently to see if it has taken root”.
Acknowledgement of difference in adoptive families has been suggested by Kirk (1964) as providing the best opportunity for children to foster effective coping strategies in living with and accepting their adoption.  They can ask their questions, express their feelings and know their adoptive families are there and able to hold them safely.

How Guidance Counsellors Can Help the Adopted Child.

The author’s comments in this section are intended for general guidance only, as each child’s situation is unique.  Any comments should also be considered in conjunction with the principles and guidelines surrounding the guidance counsellor’s work.

Guidance counsellors may find it helpful to be informed of how adoption works in Ireland and have some knowledge of how adoption has evolved since it was introduced into Irish Law in 1952.

As we have seen, children and young people can be confused about the meaning of adoption particularly about its permanence.  The informed guidance counsellor can provide some answers if communication with parents on this issue is proving difficult.

Sometimes the presenting problem may be adoption-focused and sometimes it is not.  The guidance counsellor should be guided by what the young person says and should guard against minimising or exaggerating the relevance of adoption issues.  Adoption can be acknowledged as a significant life event and it can be helpful to indicate that it is normal and natural to think about birth families and to wonder about them.

“Be there, listen and accept their feelings” this is recommended by Pavao (1998) - an experienced therapist in adoption, who is herself adopted.  She stresses the need for the adolescent who is adopted, to feel they have some control in relation to their adoption as they had no role to play in either the decision to place them for adoption or in the choice of their adopted families – they were ‘acted upon’.


Establishing a sense of trust is an important element in building up a relationship with anyone we seek to help. Trust is often a significant issue for adolescents who are adopted, so guidance counsellors need to explain clearly the possibilities and limitations of their role in working with them from the outset.  Issues of confidentiality and sharing information with teaching colleagues and/or parents may cause particular difficulties.

Young people who are adopted may find it more comfortable to talk about adoption indirectly as if it is not about them. The plots of favourite soap operas often provide a rich treasure trove to explore issues such as difference, identity and search and reunion.

Adolescents who are adopted may test the ability of their adoptive families to hold them and may appear to try and explore the ‘rejection theory'. “If I am difficult enough this family will reject me as my birth family did”.  They run away from home and get into various kinds of trouble.  It is important for the guidance counsellor in these instances to guide the family and young person towards more long-term professional help where the work of unravelling and building understanding of the issues can happen.  It can be useful to discuss with young people who are adopted that they can have control in shaping their own life pattern.  They are not predestined to be exactly the same as either their birth or adoptive families.

Finally, there is a natural ebb and flow in the salience and intensity of adoption issues.  There are times when these issues must be addressed. However, there are other times when it is necessary to leave the issues alone and concentrate on growing up and enjoying ‘normal’ adolescent preoccupations. 

Useful Addresses 

The Adoption Board

Shelbourne House, 

Shelbourne Road, 

Ballsbridge,

Dublin 4.

Tel: 01 2309300 / 2309306

Email: adoptioninfo@health.irlgov.ie 

Web: http://www.adoptionboard.ie/ 

Barnardos Adoption Advice Service

Christchurch Square,

Dublin 8.

Confidential telephone line:

Tel: 
(01) 454 6388

Tues 11am-2pm Thurs 10am – 2pm

Email: adoption@barnardos.ie
Web: http://www.barnardos.ie
Council of Irish Adoption Societies

Clarecare, 

Harmony Row, 

Ennis, 

Co. Clare.

Tel:
(065) 6828178

Cúnamh, 

30, South Anne Street, 

Dublin 2. 

Tel: (01) 677 9664
Email: info@cunamh.com 
Web: http://www.cunamh.com/
Adopted People’s Association
14 Exchequer Street
Dublin 2, 
Information Line: (01) 6790011
Email: info@adoptionireland.com
Website: www.adoptionireland.com 



Adoptive Parent’s Association 

Tomriland
Roundwood

Bray

Co. Wicklow

Tel: (01) 8256961

Adoption Handbook (185pp) available in most
Large bookshops or from the above address.

Treoir

National Information Centre for Unmarried Parents

14 Gandon House

Lower Mayor Street

I.F.S.C

Dublin 1

LoCall: 1890 252 084 

Tel: (01) 6700120 Fax: 01 - 6700 199 

Email: info@treoir.ie
Web: http://www.treoir.ie/ 
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Useful Websites
Ireland

Adoption Ireland Contact Register

http://www.adoptionboard.ie/preferenceRegister/index.php 

Adopted People’s Association

www.adoptionireland.com 
UK
BAAF 

www.baaf.org.uk/
General Adoption Sites

www.plumsite.com/adoptionring/
International Adoption Bookstore

www.toladopt.org 
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