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PREPARATION OF CHILDREN TO
MOVE INTO FAMILIES

Developed by Sharon Roszia, M.S., and Gayle Ward, M.A.

•   Minimizing trauma.

By introducing the new surroundings and people with a pace that makes sense 
developmentally, children are gently introduced into moves where they feel 
invested in the change, and attain reasonable comfort levels that are not im-
paired by fear.

  
•   Keeping connections.

Cutting loss is the critical key. Ensuring that children do not have to “lose to 
gain,” and can touch back with previous caregivers via letters, email, phone 
calls and visits may help promote healthy attachments. The current caregivers 
can be asked if they are willing to continue being involved in the child’s life in 
some real way, such as an aunt or uncle, a Godparent, or special friend. The 

“releasing” caregivers may need help to both understand the new role and to 
transition into it.

•   Creating bridges and transferring attachments to minimize loyalty conflicts.

Children	must	be	protected	from	adult	conflicts	and	rivalries,	whether	they	are	
legal battles (e.g. visitation, custody, termination of parental rights), or emo-
tional reactions such as anxiety and grief as well as resentments and jealous-
ies. Children sense quickly adoptive parents’ resentment of their past connec-
tions. Consequently, they either shut down and do not feel free to bring up  

“missing feelings” or become angry and rejecting. Being an emotional support 
to children often means “going places” with them emotionally that might be 
difficult.	This	work	relies	on	the	adults’	emotional	intelligence.	

 
•   Attuning to the child’s developmental stage.

Consider the child’s emotional and social level of functioning by comparing it 
with typical child development, re-reading previous psychological evaluations 
and discussing with the family therapist; measure the moving steps appropri-
ately, within the tasks that age/stage can handle. Help the current caregivers 
and prospective adoptive parents see the stage, not the age, and to expect some 
regression. A six-year-old may regress to a three-year-old level during the  
upheaval. A well-planned transition gives children the support to re-capture 
some developmental strength.
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•   Facilitating, identifying, and encouraging feelings to be expressed.

Children generally have several interpretations when they are moved from one 
family, be it foster or birth family, to an adoptive family. Often they feel as if 
they were kidnapped or given away, and/or believe they did something bad to 
cause the move (Fahlberg, 1991). Children frequently keep these feelings 
deeply buried, or act them out. It is important to de-code their behaviors. En-
couraging drawing, story telling, asking, “What do you think happened?” 
leaves the door open to shifting from shame-based feelings to an understand-
ing	of	what	occurred	and	that	adults	made	the	final	decisions.		

•   Moving at the child’s pace.

The intensity of preplacement contacts and the speed with which the move oc-
curs should be child-driven. While some adult structure may be in place, chil-
dren’s eating and sleeping patterns, willingness to “melt” into new arms, abil-
ity to take new direction, their agitation around leaving the familiar, and the 
ease with which they talk about a new school, friends, house, or dog will deter-
mine the pace. Babies clearly need many visits close together, over a short 
period of time. Older infants  and early toddlers learn sensually, and cannot 
express their being “ready”. Pre-schoolers need some say about how the move 
occurs, what gets packed, driving during day or night (never place a child at 
night because they have no time to feel safe before they must go to sleep), what 
foods to eat with this family, and what to call the adoptive parents.  Giving 
children choices empowers them and lets them know that they are important to 
the new family; it reduces the sense of powerlessness during moves.

•   Creating concrete memories through photos, videos, stories, audiotape, and life books.

The moving experience can be journaled in detail, both with adoptive parents 
and children’s writings and photos. These become children’s “baby books” as 
they	enter	new	families.	Drying	flowers	from	the	first	park	visited,	collecting	
stones	 from	 a	 hike,	 writing	 down	 the	 first	 meal	 together,	 remembering	 the	
smells	of	the	first	days	together,	and	time	of	year	-	all	can	be	part	of	a	special	
box, book, video, or picture album. Songs sung, poems told, favorite books 
read,	first	tears,	first	fight,	all	need	to	be	remembered	and	to	be	available	as	
part of the “tale” to be told over and over again.

•   Enhancing children’s sense of mastery and esteem.

Encourage children to know they can master this change. “You have handled 
big things before...remember?  You can do this, I will help you.” Carve out the 
spot in the family that is unique. “We never had a painter in our family before...
you	are	the	first!”	“Finally	a	redhead	to	make	up	a	full	rainbow....”	or	“Now	
we have a family musical director.”  
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•    Sharing with children honest, accurate, and up-to-date information.

All information needs to be presented in a way that can be understood develop-
mentally,	even	if	it	is	difficult	to	hear.	Giving	information	in	layers	is	essential,	
in that honest facts are built on as the child grows. Keeping children  
current with information builds trust, and increases the credibility of adoptive 
parents and of the adoption professional.

•    Providing children with a trusted adult whom they see as credible and a person in whom   
     to confide.

 
Children touched by the child welfare system have had many losses of social 
workers, therapists, teachers, peers, foster parents, and pets. They must be 
able	 to	 identify	 someone	who	has	 known	 them	over	 time	and	can	 reflect	 to	
them the truth of who they are and where they have been. This person then can 
build a safe bridge to the new family that children can trust to cross into their 
new life.

•    Providing children with a road map for the transition.

A time outline, using calendars, stickers, counting beads, maps, a diary, and 
journals are helpful. Mapping out ahead of time when and where the meetings 
will occur gives children the chance to anticipate, and encourages them to 
speak up about how it feels to them, whether the timing is working, or needs to 
be slowed or stopped. 

•    Enhancing children’s belief that they will be safe and protected.

Discuss safety with children. Ask children what will help make them feel safe. 
Demonstrate the “safety features” of the new home.  

•    Assuring children that the adoptive parents know everything about their history and that  
     they are strong enough to hear their stories without “sugar coating.”  

This	assurance	reduces	the	shame	and	anxiety	children	may	feel	as	they	reflect,	
“If they only knew what really happened they might not want me...”

•    Protecting all the child’s significant things, pets, and people during the transition. No- 
     thing that the child values should be discarded, including outgrown clothing and broken  
     toys. This is not a time to “clean.” 

Each item children possess symbolizes a part of their history. If the people in 
the children’s lives don’t remain constant, the items have even an even deeper 
meaning and “getting rid of these old things” is tantamount to throwing away 
a piece of the child.
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•    Including children in a conversation about what they feel is important, how they see the     
    move, and what will help them through it.

Just as empowering adults and other children in the family through discussion 
and information underpins a healthy placement, so does including even 
young children who are being prepared for placement. Children readying for 
placement may be less resistant to the change if they are able to participate 
in the following: developing concrete tools such as calendars with symbols 
showing visitation days, sleep overs, and moving days; decision-making for 
packing and helping in the packing process; buying a gift for the family they 
are leaving; listing and discussing what is important to the children that is part 
of their routine, emotional support, and friendship circle. The best thing is to 
talk and listen to the child being moved.

•    Giving children details about where they are going, and the adoptive family’s way of life.

Ahead of time, provide photos of the home, bedroom, foods, school, new sib-
lings, teachers, playgrounds, pets, and activities. Provide an album they can 
keep during preplacement visits, allowing them to “show” their new family to 
everyone	who	is	significant	in	their	lives.

•    Helping children identify the role of each and every adult involved in the move, and   
    explaining that they are not responsible for the feelings of the adults.   

Define	the	adoptive	family,	foster	family,	different	adoption	professionals,	and	
court representatives in terms of what they do, explaining that sometimes they 
have different opinions, different sense of timing, and that sometimes they 
might	not	agree.	Nothing	children	can	do	makes	that	different.	Children	do	not	
have control over the process, nor do they bear the blame if there is friction.  
A child’s eco-map, perhaps with photos, is a helpful tool to demonstrate both 
roles and the team concept.
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