Dear ParentLine: We adopted my 8 year old son when he was just an infant.  We have never concealed the fact that he was adopted and he as never expressed much interest in knowing about his biological parents.  Recently, he has started to ask about them and we are uncertain about how to respond.  We have quite a bit of information about each of his parents, and none of it is pretty. I am furious with the boy’s birth mother for putting him at such risk during her pregnancy and then abandoning him in a dumpster right after he was born!  How much should we tell him?  Signed, Bewildered in Belknap County, NH

The fact that your son is adopted is something that he will revisit at many different times during his life.  As with talking about any tough issue, it is advisable to start talking about the subject early.  During infancy and when a child is pre-verbal, you may have practiced using the word adoption as well as talking about the emotions you had about the process.  For instance, you may have said something to him like, “I am so happy I was able to adopt you.”  Though your child doesn’t understand what you are saying, you are creating the foundation for the discussions you will have when he is older.

Create an open environment in which you can talk about even the most difficult issues.  Young kids want their parents to talk about difficult subjects with them.  If you have started talking to your child about the fact that he was adopted, as he becomes able to talk, he will begin to be able to repeat what you have said to him, even if he doesn’t understand what is being said, he is, as you suggest, looking to you for answers to his questions. 

Between the ages of five and seven years, children begin to understand the concept of family formation through their schoolwork and in meeting the families of their classmates.  It would be helpful, if you have not done so already, to speak with your child’s teachers about the adoption to be sure that the subject of adoption is part of the discussions of how some families are formed.  In speaking with your son’s teachers, it is not necessary to give any more information than you feel is pertinent.  It must be left up to your son to decide whether or not he wishes to share the fact that he is adopted with the other children in his class.

Experts at local adoption agencies suggest that children be told the truth, taking into account their age.  At eight, your son may just be thinking about what adoption means and knows that there are other parents “out there.”  It may be helpful if you ask your son what he is curious about.  It may be that he is curious about what they look like, since that is often the first concern of adoptees.  If you know what they look like, what kind of work they did, anything personal and positive you know, you can give your son descriptive information.

If your son asks why he was adopted, you can talk about the fact that his mother and father couldn’t take care of themselves so they couldn’t take care of a baby. Or you might say that sometimes when people have babies, they aren’t ready to be a mom or a dad. Or, that when his mom found out she was going to have a baby, she was very frightened and made some bad choices.  

This is also a good time to say to your son, “I may not be your birth mom, but I am the mom who chose to raise and love you.  Your birth mother probably wishes she could, but she loved you enough to give you to someone who can.”  

Whatever your child’s age, he deserves honest answers and explanations.  This is what strengthens our children’s ability to trust.  Also, if you are not straightforward in your answer, your son will make up his own fantasy explanations, which can be more frightening than any real, honest response you can offer.  

While you may not want or need to share all the details of a particular situation or issue with your child, try not to leave any big gaps either. It is suggested that the child be told the truth, but that the more delicate issues are told at age appropriate times and in a way that the child does not feel it was because of something about him; rather that the birth parents had troubles that kept them from being good parents for him.   At eight, to tell your child he was found in a dumpster is a graphic and scary image.  When your son is older, he should be told about the dumpster so he won’t have to find out on his own, which he could do when he turns 18 and has access to the files on his adoption.  

In summary, the website What You Need to Know About Adoption, (http://adoption.about.com/cs/apstalk/ht/talktokids.htm)  recommends:

· Be truthful. If children sense you’re hiding something, they could think there is something “bad” about adoption, and perhaps about them.

· Be positive.  Make an effort to find something positive to say about people and their experiences.

· Use words and concepts that are age appropriate.

· Don’t answer more than is being asked.  Resist the urge to answer everything you know or with answers to questions that you think should be asked.

· If a question is asked casually, try to answer equally casually.  If children hear a tone of anxiety, take the time to give the question the attention it deserves.

· Use positive adoption language.  Kids will pick up immediately on words that may show adoptees, adoptive parents, or birth parents in an unkind light.

· Don’t wait for questions.  Kids may not know how to put their questions into words.

· Make sure that your children know you are open to discussion and questions and you should occasionally ask (keep it casual) if there’s something they want to know.

· Always include love in your answers and questions.

· Keep a sense of humor.  It’s all right to laugh and enjoy discussions about adoption.

Tips:  If you are not comfortable answering children’s questions or talking about adoption, read books on the subject, and ask for help from social workers, therapists, and others who have experience.  Openness and honesty between parents and their children builds a feeling of security.  This applies to all families.

For more information or questions about adoption, call:

Child and Family Services, Adoption Services: 1-800-640-6486

Catholic Charities: 1-800-562-5249

Casey Family Services:  603-224-8909

ParentLine is a free and confidential service of Child and Family Services, a statewide, independent, nonprofit organization dedicated to advancing the well-being of children and families.  Call ParentLine, 1-800-640-6486;  write ParentLine, c/o Child and Family Services, P.O. Box 448, Manchester, NH; email parentline@cfsnh.org or visit our website at www.cfsnh.org.
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