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Start Early 
• It is good practice to learn to talk about 

adoption, regardless of child’s age and grasp of 
language 

• The goal is for parents to become comfortable 
with the adoption story and telling it out loud 

• Practice the tone of voice, the facial 
expressions, the body’s posture 

• Normalize all conversation about what is 
different and celebrated in the family (ie race, 
culture, etc) 

 
Be Truthful 

• The truth is the central issue in adoption 
• If the answer is known, find the most reasonable 

way to tell the version that suits the child’s 
developmental age 

• If the question is too complex and/or more 
consideration is needed before answering, say 
“I will always tell you the truth, but I can’t 
always tell you at the time you ask.  We will 
talk about this later, but I won’t forget.” 

 
Use Positive Adoption Language 

• Any language the child uses is fine; we learn 
from their choice of words 

• Adults need to be mindful of what they say and 
how it is understood 

• Use “birthparent” or “first parent” instead of 
“real parent” or “natural parent” 

• Never distinguish children by adoption and 
children by birth unless necessary in discussing 
adoption, clarifying family construction, or in 
medical offices 

• Instead of saying that birthparents “gave 
up/gave away a child,” say they “made an 
adoption plan and terminated parental rights, 
but not emotional and psychological feelings” 

 
Answer the Questions the Child Asks 

• Do not wait for child to ask; be the initiator.  
Keep lines of communication open 

• Talk about observations, experiences, the past, 
wonderings, race, adoption 

• It is not the child’s job to bring up these issues; 
it is the parent’s 

 
 

Once is Never Enough 
• The child is learning and growing and must hear 

things over and over at different times and in 
different ways 

 
Be Positive About the Birth Family 

• Refer to them by name if known and explain 
that they are a part of the extended family 
because they are a part of the child 

• A positive attitude is important in building the 
child’s self-esteem and identity 

• Be positive not only about individuals, but also 
culture, ethnicity, race, and country of birth 

 
Acknowledge and Accept the Child's Feelings 

• Listen for the feelings behind the questions, 
comments, and behavior 

• Curiosity and sadness are normal responses 
• Don’t assume child’s feelings are in response to 

adoptive parents; they are likely responses to 
what came before and to the mystery of the 
birth family 

• Adoption includes joy and pain, loss and gain – 
it is a myriad of feelings for all, especially for 
the child 

 
Do Not Compartmentalize Life Books 

• A life book is only necessary when a child is 
moving between placements in order to help 
collect what is needed and what is given to the 
permanent family 

• Opt for a While Life Book, which shows all of 
the families that are a part of the child and 
connects his/her birth and adoptive families as 
one large extended family 

• Embrace and integrate 
 
Always Ask the Child 

• Ask the child what he/she thinks this all means 
• Ask the child to retell the story he/she has been 

told and listen for missing pieces or 
misconceptions 

 
Educate Yourself and Others 

• Reach out! 
• Join support groups, read, consult a specialist 

for a “check up” for the family once a year 


