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PREPARATION OF PARENTS TO
RECEIVE CHILDREN INTO THEIR FAMILIES

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

•   Assessing and self-examining their strengths and vulnerabilities that could be triggered   
    by the leaving and joining of children.

The possibility of creating a healthy adoption is enhanced through asking 
the family to examine their parent traps and triggers, as well ask their skills. 
This process is the responsibility of both the prospective parents and also the 
adoption	professional.	These	 strengths	and	deficits	 need	 to	be	discussed	 in	
relation to an appropriate match.

•   Preparing children already in the family.

Children already part of a family, the future siblings of a newly placed child, 
can	have	a	significant	influence	on	the	success	or	failure	of	a	placement.	Time	
must be spent with children discussing what adoption means, why they think 
these children need a family, what their fantasies and fears are concerning 
adding a child or children, why they think their parents are making this 
decision, how they will explain this at school and to their peers, and what they 
absolutely do not want to change (i.e. their room, time with parents or daily 
schedule).

•   Preparing the extended family.

It is vital for adoptive parents to ask grandparents and other relatives for their 
support, for them to include the adopted child as part of the family, and to 
discuss ahead of time any hesitancy family members may have that may stand 
in the way of claiming the child as an authentic member of the family.

•   Creating an emotional and physical space in their daily lives as well as a great deal of  
     time for the demands of children.

Time to attach and space in a busy schedule to relax, play, and deal with crises 
is crucial to the success of a placement. Everyone also needs personal space 
to process emotions or rest.

•   Examining their fantasies and fears about who is coming.

Adoptive parents should be helped in considering if there is anything in the 
history of the child that the adoptive parents think that they need special sup-
port to handle or that they simply cannot tolerate.
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•   Identifying rules and boundaries that are immediate and non-negotiable.

It is essential to frame the bottom line ahead of time. Who usually chooses 
what battle? What safeguards must be kept in place from day one?  It is impor-
tant that adoptive parents are clear regarding rules and start “strong” from 
the	beginning.	It	is	difficult	to	try	to	get	strong	when	starting	from	a	place	of	
need.   

•   Identifying people and resources that they can draw from in times of stress.  

The adoption professional should introduce the adoptive family to support 
groups  before placement, while still in the family assessment process if possi-
ble, linking the adoptive family with a mentoring family. The adoption profes-
sional can refer the adoptive family to a local adoption therapist and teach the 
family how to ask for help before the child arrives. It is best if a therapeutic 
relationship with an adoption therapist is in place prior to the placement.  The 
child then joins the therapy as opposed to the family seeking services because 
there is a “problem.” Also, identify the family’s existing support group and key 
individuals who may provide “hands on” help with the child, such as respite.

•   Acknowledging that part of a child’s move brings on feelings and reactions that are both  
    positive and negative and can be used as opportunities to increase attachment.

Major moves in our lives make any of us feel vulnerable, even if we perceive 
the move as positive. Adoptive parents may see a child’s move into the family 
as a dream come true, but for the child, there can be mixed feelings including 
fear, anger, sadness, as well as joy. When children experience these deep 
emotions and even regress to earlier stages of development, they are more 
open to attachment. Parents who use these times for nurturing can enhance 
that process.

•   Providing the adoptive family with all available information regarding the child.  

Information is empowering. It tells the family we trust them and enables 
them	to	better	parent	a	child	who	starts	out	as	a	stranger	in	the	family.	New	
information that is revealed after, or during, struggles with a child’s needs  
may create great distrust of the very system meant to serve and support the 
adoptive family.

•   Helping the adoptive family recognize why they have been selected to parent this particu- 
     lar child and why they decided to proceed with the placement. It is a two-way process.  

Many families are not clear as to why a particular child was matched to them. 
Claiming behaviors and feelings of entitlement are enhanced through an 
understanding of why an adoption professional or birth parent family member 
chose them to parent this particular child.
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•   Identifying the adoptive family’s strengths will help empower them.  

•   Welcoming children using all sensory levels – sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch.  

It is important for the adoptive parents to know what the child’s previous fami-
lies or other placements, such as residential treatment centers, were like. For 
example, what kind of food was served, what languages were spoken, what 
religion was observed, what music was played? Bridging the similarities and 
differences between the child’s previous families and the new family may help 
ease the anxiety of the child. Also, respecting and including the child’s posses-
sions, likes and dislikes, usual practices, etc. and not starting “fresh” with new 
clothes, new toys, new hairstyles, and new names, is vital.  

•   Empowering adoptive parents to assume the role of parent from day one.  

In 1991, at The Villages Children’s Conference, adoption professional Kay 
Donley  Ziegler stated, “From the day I place the child, I want to give a clean 
and clear message that “The child is your responsibility now.’ Unless it is a 
decision that places the child in a position of neglect, abuse or abandonment, 
I will not step in.  If  they perceive me as undercutting, they also see me as shar-
ing the parenting role  with them. I want to put myself in the position that when 
we	get	the	phone	call	(asking	to	have	the	child	removed),	to	say	“No	way....	this	
is your child.”  

•   Strategizing with the adoptive family how they are going to help maintain the connection  
     the child has to important attachment figures, such as members of the birth family, foster  
     parents, and teachers.  

•   Informing adoptive parents of the roles of each of the other professionals involved with  
     their child and ensuring that the “new” family is made part of the “team.”    

•   Clarifying the adoptive family’s expectations of the adoption professionals and vice versa.  
 
•   Assisting the adoptive family in anticipating and planning the possible expenses, time,  
    absence from employment, and flexibility required for extensive preplacement meetings  
    and transitioning a child into their family.

Offering realistic perspectives on the above topics allows for the adoptive family 
to plan accordingly for success in meeting the needs of all the family members, 
There is less crisis, resentment, and resistance when an honest assessment 
of how their lives will change has been planned for ahead of the match. 

•   Reviewing with the adoptive family the unfolding legal process, and all the different  
    possible parties/roles and potential outcomes.
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The legal system plays a confusing and often frustrating role in the children’s 
and families’ lives. Having a session explaining how it works, the reasons that 
the system unfolds the way it does, and the jobs of the various players involved, 
strengthens the adoptive families. Helping adoptive families understand time 
frames and their roles in the process can also be empowering.

•   Guiding the adoptive family through the planning of ceremonies in support of a place- 
    ment and the creation of positive attachments.

The adoption professional should help the adoptive parents with developing 
celebrations and visible commemorations as the child shifts from the current 
caregivers to the adoptive family. Examples may be given of the kinds of “rites 
of passage” that enables children to claim the new family, allowing for both 
the letting go of and the continuation of relationships. This blessing to “move 
on” circumvents potential divided loyalty issues.

Sharon Roszia, M.S., is an Emissary of Kinship Center’s Education Institute in Santa Ana, California. She is a 
parent by birth, adoption of special needs children and by foster care, an author, lecturer, and co-developer of 
the ACT curriculum 

Gayle Ward, M.A., is a foster care and adoption professional at Kinship Center in Salinas, California.  She is an 
ACT facilitator.   


