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INTRODUCTION
Humans have long realized that raising a child who is not one’s own is both humane and rewarding.  Even many “primitive” cultures provided for the continued care of parentless children.  The practice of adoption goes back to early-recorded history.
How adoptions are arranged and sanctioned, however, has changed with the passage of time.  For example, it was common in “frontier America” to transport trainloads of orphans from eastern cities to western communities, where they were “put up” for adoption.  Often, these children were merely added hands to work on the adopter’s homestead.

Similarly, who can legally adopt a child has undergone change.  It used to be that only “proper” middle-class married couples of “comfortable means” were considered “fit” adoptive parents.  Nowadays, at least in some states, the laws have changed to make adoption possible for people with diverse qualifications.
Adoption procedures are established by state laws that can differ from one state to the next.  Nonetheless, there is uniformity of basic principle in the adoption laws of all 50 states – “the welfare of the child shall be considered and children shall not be treated as commodities to be bought and sold.”
Generally, adoptions are arranged in one of two ways: 1) through agencies licensed by the state for conducting adoptions and 2) through “independent” adoptions.  These two general approaches are often quite different in areas such as cost, supportive service and the number and type of children available for adoption.  They also tend to differ in the minimum qualifications that they require of adopters.
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Finding a child to adopt can be a great challenge.  Newborns and infants are always in demand, a demand that far exceed supply.  Accordingly, trans-racial and foreign adoptions have become more common, as have adoptions of school age and “special needs” children.

In most counties, there is at least one agency, organization, association or professional that specializes in adoption.  In many places, there also are support groups and community services available to adoptive parents.  Persons considering adoptions should learn about the many aspects of the process BEFORE pursuing adoption.

                                                                                       Carle F. O’Neil, M.A., M.S.W.

                                                                                       Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                       William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS ADOPTION?
Adoption is the legal process whereby the rights, obligations and responsibilities for raising a child transfer to a couple or individual who is not the biological parent.  The objective of adoption is to give qualified adopters full legal parental rights to a child in need of a caring, permanent home.  Each of the 50 states has its own adoption laws, which differ between states and change from time to time within states.
WHY DO PEOPLE CHOOSE TO ADOPT A CHILD?
Some “healthy” reasons for adopting a child include 1) sharing life and love with a child, 2) raising and guiding a child to maturity and 3) achieving the fulfillment that a child’s love can bring.  Based on these “healthy” reasons, most people choose to adopt because they are unable to have children of their own, they wish to increase the size of their family without going through the birthing process or they respond to the plight of “special needs” children who require caring parents.
WHY ARE PEOPLE UNABLE TO HAVE CHILDREN OF THEIR OWN?

“Infertility” is the main reason that people are unable to have children of their own.  Infertility is an inability to conceive children for biological or psychological reasons.  Some other people cannot conceive and bear children for medical reasons.  By virtue of their marital status, many single people are unable, or choose not, to have children on their own.

WHO CAN ADOPT A CHILD?

Just as adoption laws vary between and change within states, so, too, do standards concerning who can adopt.  Those persons generally considered best qualified are adults who exhibit emotional maturity and the ability to love and provide for a child.  In the past, this meant middle-class married couples of childrearing age.  However, adoption standards are changing.  Single men and women, older couples, gay couples and low-income persons are increasingly able to adopt.
WHO CANNOT ADOPT A CHILD?

The background history of some people disqualifies them as adopters.  For example, convicted felons, sex offenders and the mentally ill cannot adopt a child in any state.  Placement with such individuals is regarded as risking the misuse, abuse and improper guidance of a child.  Others likely not to qualify as adopters in most states are persons beyond childrearing age, persons of limited financial means and persons unable to provide for a child’s needs by virtue of a serious physical disease or handicap.
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WHAT ARE SOME SOURCES OF INFORMATION ABOUT ADOPTION?
Persons considering adoption would be wise to gather information about the adoption process, potential sources of adoptable children and the complexities of raising an adopted child.  This knowledge will help determine if adoption is a truly desired choice and, if so, how to proceed.  Some excellent ways to gather information about adoption include 1) reading publications related to adoption, 2) talking with persons who have adopted a child and having them share their insights and experiences, 3) locating an adoptive parent organization and asking permission to attend meetings and 4) contacting more than one adoption source and inquiring about their services.
WHAT CHILDREN ARE AVAILABLE FOR ADOPTION?

The children most commonly sought for adoption are newborns and infants, but only a limited number of these children are available for adoption.  Nonetheless, there are other children available for adoption, including 1) older children, 2) children of parents whose rights to them were terminated because of abuse or neglect, 3) children with handicaps, 4) minority children and 5) children from foreign countries.

WHAT ARE “SPECIAL NEEDS” CHILDREN?

Newborns and infants are the first choice of potential adopters.  However, there are other children whose need for a loving adoptive home is great, but who present “special needs.”  These children tend to be older and have backgrounds that make it difficult to find them a proper placement.  They may have mental or physical handicaps, emotional or behavioral disorders, learning disabilities or other problems.  They often require extra care, patience and love.  Sometimes there are sets of two, three or more siblings for whom separation would be tragic.  These children also are sometimes called “waiting children,” because it may take time to find a proper placement for them.  Some agencies specialize in this type of adoption and offer continuing supportive services.  

WHAT IS A “FOREIGN ADOPTION?”

The number of foreign adoptions has increased in recent years, particularly from Korea, India and South America.  This is because there are not enough American children to meet the adoption demand.  There are agencies that specialize in foreign adoptions.  Their use is recommended over independent sources that may be unreliable, unethical or illegal.  Depending on the source, foreign adoptions can be very expensive.
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WHAT IS A “BLACK MARKET”ADOPTION?
“Black market” adoption is a form of independent adoption to which some desperate adopters resort when they are otherwise unable to secure an adoption.  This form of adoption usually involves “buying” a baby.  When an adopter goes to court to secure an adoption decree, the judge must determine the legality of the procurement process.  High fees or selling a baby is a reason to disallow an adoption.  As a result, the adopter may have to commit perjury to conceal the costs and source of adoption.  Furthermore, there is a risk that the natural mother may nullify the adoption.  Black market adoptions violate the law and can result in imprisonment, fines and other court actions.

WHAT ARE THE MAIN SOURCES OF ADOPTION?

Generally, licensed agencies or independent sources arrange adoptions.  State law authorizes LICENSED AGENCIES to arrange adoptions.  Licensed agencies can be “public” (such as a welfare department) or “private” (such as a church social service agency).  INDEPENDENT ADOPTIONS are arranged by private actions from non-agency sources (generally by an attorney, minister or doctor).  Independent adoptions are legitimate when conducted within the requirements of the law.  “Black market” adoptions are an illegal form of independent adoption.

HOW DOES AN INDEPENDENT ADOPTION DIFFER FROM AN AGENCY ADOPTION?
The agency process will probably involve more “red tape,” have more rigid qualifications and take longer.  However, established agencies usually have sources of potential adoptees, understand the legal requirements, provide pre-natal care and counseling for the birth mother (and father) and offer valuable support to the adopters at every step in the process.  Independent adoption requires more initiative of adopters.  They must engage their own attorney, locate an adoptable child, pay for the mother’s care and delivery, arrange for the termination of parental rights, pay for the home study and generally be more “on their own” throughout the process.  There also is a higher risk that something may go wrong in an independent adoption.

WHAT IS AN “OPEN ADOPTION?”

Past practices considered it necessary and proper to handle adoptions confidentially.  Natural parents received minimal information about adopters, and adopters learned little about the child’s origins.  Furthermore, adopters often wanted to maintain a myth that their new child was their own.  Although well intended, this “veil of secrecy” often failed, causing pain for all concerned.  This practice is changing, and it has become more common for adopters, adoptees and their natural mothers to meet or exchange information.  Some agencies specialize in “open adoptions,” and many participants report being enthusiastic about this approach.
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HOW DO PEOPLE KNOW IF ADOPTION IS RIGHT FOR THEM?
Persons considering adoption should be very clear about why they want to adopt a child.  They should determine if their desire to adopt is an “impulse” or a “commitment” to love, care for and parent a child.  They must realize that adoption will dramatically change their lives and the life of the adoptee.  There will be many responsibilities and unforeseen challenges to meet, some of which will be more pleasant than are others.  However, persons committed to sharing their love with an adoptive child for a lifetime (through good times and bad) are likely candidates to be adoptive parents.  The actual process of investigating and seeking an adoption will clarify whether adoption is a correct decision.  Some agencies now have “training” sessions that help potential adopters determine for themselves the depth of their commitment.

HOW DOES ONE MAKE APPLICATION FOR ADOPTIVE SERVICES FROM AN AGENCY?

Determine what adoption agencies exist locally.  Discuss the merits of each agency with other adoptive parents who are knowledgeable about them.  Select one or more agencies that seem appropriate and request written information from each.  Contact the agency or agencies of choice and state a desire to make application for adoptive services.  Closely follow the application procedures prescribed by the adoption agency.

WHAT HAPPENS IF YOUR APPLICATION FOR ADOPTION IS APPROVED?

When the agency approves the application for adoption, your name goes on a WAITING LIST.  Depending on the availability of an appropriate child, the waiting period may be short or long.  Once an appropriate child is located, the agency places the child in your home.  PLACEMENT includes a PROBATIONARY PERIOD during which an agency caseworker makes periodic visits to determine how the adoption is working out and to support the adopters.  Upon successful completion of the probationary period, there follows a court hearing at the close of which a judge issues the final ADOPTION DECREE.  The adoption process is then complete and the child is legally yours.

WHAT HAPPENS IF YOUR APPLICATION FOR ADOPTION IS DENIED?

Because agencies vary is their established adopter-selection criteria, rejection of applicants is common.  Applications rejected by an agency have the right to ask (and be told) why their application was denied.  This feedback can help when preparing to apply to another adoption agency.  Experts state that persons seeking to adopt a child should not give up when rejected by one or more agencies.  An alternative to the relatively narrow conditions of a formal adoption agency is independent adoption.
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WHAT SHOULD YOU DO WHILE AWAITING AN ADOPTIVE CHILD?
Adopters should prepare for their adoptee in ways similar to parents awaiting their birth child.  Some of these preparations are “physical,” such as arranging the home to accommodate the new arrival, contacting a pediatrician and purchasing diapers, baby food, toys and other supplies.  Other needs are “psychological,” such as mentally preparing for the many changes about to take place, including new duties, roles and responsibilities.  This also is a time to learn about parenting skills by reading, attending parenting classes and becoming involved with an adoptive parent group.  Adopters using independent source are likely to be more “on their own” in this regard than those adopters using agencies.
WHEN SHOULD CHILDREN BE TOLD THEY ARE ADOPTED?
What and how to tell children about their adoption greatly depends on their age.  For example, an infant has no concept of the term “adoption.”  However, when cuddling an infant an adoptive parent may say to the child, “you are my precious adoptive baby.”  The child thereby grows up with the term and can ask questions about it.  Older children, especially teenagers, will require further explanations.  At all ages, repetition, patience and sensitivity are essential.  Adoptive children most need to feel loved and wanted.  The more comfortable and open adoptive parents can be about their child’s adoption, the more likely that the child will accept it in a positive way.

WHAT IS AN ADOPTIVE PARENT ASSOCIATION?

Adoptive parent associations are usually comprised of adoptive parents, persons waiting to adopt a child and persons considering adoption.  Their main function is to share information and offer support to members.  These associations can be excellent sources of information about a variety of matters related to the adoption process, adoption agencies, independent adoption sources, knowledgeable attorneys and pediatricians.  Members also provide mutual support by sharing their post-adoption experiences.  This can be especially helpful where “special needs” children are involved.

HOW DO ADOPTIONS USUALLY WORK OUT?

More is known about the success rate of agency adoptions than independent adoptions simply because established agencies have the means of maintaining long-standing records.  Independent adoptions have no such centralized system of follow-ups.  Recent surveys indicate that about 85% of “special needs” adoptions and 97% of infant adoptions are successful.
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STEPS IN THE ADOPTION PROCESS
The adoption process consists of six fundamental steps leading to the adoption decree.  While these steps are clear-cut, their achievement can be difficult and sometimes prolonged.  It is the practical role of an adoption agency to arrange, conduct and oversee each of these steps.  In an independent adoption, the initiative rests much more directly upon the potential adopters and their attorney (thus, the skills and standards of the attorney are very important).
                                                                                          SECURING THE
                                                                                          ADOPTION DECREE
                                                                         PROBATIONARY
                                                                         PERIOD
                                                        PLACING A CHILD IN
                                                       AN ADOPTIVE HOME
                                       HOME
                                       STUDY
                      TERMINATING THE LEGAL RIGHTS
                      OF THE NATURAL PARENT(S)
     FINDING AN
     ADOPTABLE CHILD
FINDING AND ADOPTABLE CHILD – Finding an adoptable child can be difficult and discouraging.  Before starting the search for an adoptable child, talk with successful adopters and learn from their experiences.  If you choose to use an agency (and you meet its qualifications), the agency will attempt to find a child for you.  Independent adoption requires you to find an adoptable child through your own devices.

TERMINATING THE LEGAL RIGHTS OF THE NATURAL PARENT(S) – Before a child is legally eligible for adoption, the court must terminate the legal relationship between the child and the natural parents.  The process of terminating these rights varies from state to state.  Some states require a court appearance of the natural parent(s); others will accept a notarized statement of relinquishment.  Adoption services generally handle this task for their clients.  In independent adoptions, the responsibility usually rests with the adopters’ attorney, who must be alert to the rights of the natural parents (for example, care must be exercised that the natural parents do not feel coerced into giving up the child).
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HOME STUDY – Most states require a home study as a prerequisite for adoption.  The purpose of a home study is to determine the applicant’s ability to provide love, care and safety for a child.  A home study usually consists of several interviews with the applicants (at the agency and/or at the applicant’s home).  During these interviews, the applicants provide information that will help determine their qualifications to adopt a child.  In agency adoptions, an agency caseworker usually conducts a home study.  In independent adoptions, a home study made by a licensed professional (at the adopter’s expense) is required by the court.  Fees for home studies vary.
PLACING A CHILD IN AN ADOPTIVE HOME – Placement of a child in an adoptive home may differ according to the source and the age of a child.  Placement may be faster in an independent adoption than an agency adoption.  Placement of a newborn or infant also may be faster than for an older child.  With an older child, there may be several meetings, perhaps even one or more overnight stays, as the parties get to know each other before making a decision.  The placement becomes official when the adopters sign a “placement agreement” and the child takes up residence with them.

PROBATIONARY PERIOD – After placement, most agencies and courts require a probationary period before finalizing the adoption.  This precautionary measure helps the adopters and the child decide if they are compatible and helps the court determine if the placement is appropriate.  In adoptions arranged by an agency, an agency caseworker will make periodic calls to see how things are going.  In independent adoptions, the court may require routine visits by an authorized agent.  If all goes well, the agency or the adopter’s attorney will petition the court to issue an adoption decree at the end of the probationary period.

SECURING THE ADOPTION DECREE – An adoption decree is a formal statement issued by the court that an adoptee is legally the child of the adopters, who then have all the rights and responsibilities of natural parents.  In some cases, depending upon the age of the child, his or her consent may be required by the court.  The decree also assures the child’s rights to inherit property from the adopter(s) and to secure social security benefits.  The issuance of the adoption decree usually takes place informally in the privacy of the judge’s chambers.
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ADOPTION SOURCES
Finding an adoptee who meets the potential adopter’s expectations can be a difficult process.  There are several types of adoption sources, each having different requirements and different types of children.  The primary sources of adoption include the following.

PUBLIC ADOPTION AGENCIES – These agencies receive funding from tax dollars.  They are likely to have more “special needs” and “waiting children” than newborns and infants.  There usually is no charge (or a minimal fee) for their services; they sometimes also subsidize certain adoptions.

PRIVATE ADOPTION AGENCIES – These adoption sources receive licensing from the states where they are operated and are usually sponsored by charitable or religious organizations. Private adoption agencies are a more common source of newborns and infants, although some such agencies do specialize in other types of adoptive children.  They generally base their fees upon a sliding scale (ability to pay), which cover the operating expenses of the agency.  Some private agencies specialize in foreign adoptions.

NON-AGENCY ADOPTIONS – The terminology for this form of adoption is “independent” or “private.”  Non-agency adoptions are usually arranged through a doctor, attorney or religious leader who is aware of a pregnant woman who chooses not to keep her child but does not wish to use an agency.  In these cases, the adopters generally pay for the pregnant mother’s care and all legal fees related to the adoption.  This form of adoption may hold the risk of something going wrong before the arrangement is completed.  Conversely, it can be a faster procedure (with less “red tape”) than an agency adoption.  If the legal fees are reasonable and there is no payment for the child itself, most states allow privately arranged adoptions.  Some foreign adoptions can be arranged privately, but caution is advised.

BLACK MARKET ADOPTIONS – This approach is a form of independent adoption that violates the law.  The fees are usually high and often involve the illegal buying and selling of children.  In addition to the financial and ethical aspects, there is a serious risk that something may go wrong.  For example, a mother that believes she was forced or defrauded into giving up her baby may later seek to cancel the arrangement.  Furthermore, the adopters may have to falsify information in order to secure an adoption decree.  These problems can lead to increased costs, legal difficulties and loss of the child.  Although some adopters (desperate for a child and unable to find one from another source) do resort to this source, such an approach to adoption is STRONGLY DISCOURAGED!
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FACTORS TO CONSIDER
WHEN DECIDING UPON AN ADOPTION SOURCE

Although the purpose is the same, the main sources of adoption have differences including 1) the fees and costs related to adoption, 2) the types of adoptees available and 3) the criteria for adopter selection.  Persons interested in adopting a child should consider the following factors when deciding upon a source of adoption.

TYPES OF                 FEES AND                 TYPES OF                 SELECTIVITY

ADOPTION                 COSTS                     ADOPTEES             REQUIREMENTS

                                  NONE OR                     ALL TYPES -

                                  MINIMAL -                  ESPECIALLY                   USUALLY             

PUBLIC                   SOMETIMES           “SPECIAL NEEDS”           MODERATELY
AGENCY                 SUBSIDIZE                         AND                         RESTRICTIVE
                                 ADOPTEES          “WAITING CHILDREN”
                                MODERATE -                  MAINLY                           USUALLY
PRIVATE               MAY OFFER                 NEWBORNS                           VERY
AGENCY               SLIDING FEE                      AND                            RESTRICTIVE
                                    SCALE                         INFANTS
                             MODERATE TO                MAINLY                        ABILITY TO
PRIVATE              EXPENSIVE -                NEWBORNS                 FIND A CHILD - 
ADOPTION          LEGAL FEES                       AND                              PAY FEES
                                   AND                             INFANTS                        AND COSTS
                             MODERATE TO
FOREIGN               EXPENSIVE -                    ALL                                 ABILITY
ADOPTION          VARIES WITH                  TYPES                               TO PAY
                                   SOURCE 
                                                                                                                    ABILITY                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
BLACK                                                                                                       TO PAY -

MARKET                  VERY                             ALL                             WILLINGNESS
ADOPTION          EXPENSIVE                     TYPES                              TO BREAK

                                                                                                                       LAWS
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CRITERIA COMMONLY USED TO DETERMINE AN
ADOPTER’S QUALIFICATIONS

Adoption sources vary in their adopter selection criteria.  For example, some private agencies may consider only legally married couples, while others may grant single-parent adoptions.  Some sources may be most concerned about making racial and religious matches, while others may place emphasis on the adopter’s financial status.  The following is a list of the criteria most commonly considered by reputable agencies to determine an adopter’s qualifications to adopt a child.

· Age

· Attitude toward inability to have own child

· Childrearing beliefs

· Citizenship

· Criminal history

· History of alcohol and other addictions

· Income

· Marital status

· Means of support

· Mental health

· Motive for seeking an adoption

· Nature and quality of relationships with wider family and friends

· Number of other children (if any) in the family and their attitudes about adoption

· Personality characteristics (self-confidence, sense of humor, flexibility, ability to handle adversity)

· Physical health

· Place of residence

· Previous marriages

· Quality of applicant’s own childhood

· Quality of present marital relationship

· Quality of the home

· Racial or ethnic background

· Reason(s) for interest in adopting

· Religious preference

· Status of children of previous marriages

· Will both parents work

· Work history
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QUESTIONS TO ANSWER BEFORE
ADOPTING A CHILD

Persons considering adopting a child should thoroughly examine their decision BEFORE beginning the adoption process.  There is much at stake.  Your decision will dramatically affect both your life and the life of the adopted child.  Therefore, it is wise to distinguish between the “dreams” and “realities” of becoming an adoptive parent.  The following questions will help potential adopters determine if adoption is right for them.

· Are you “going along” with your spouse or do you also want to adopt?

· Are you psychologically and emotionally prepared to deal with the many experiences that are part of raising children?

· Are you capable of making a life-long commitment to an adopted child?

· Are you willing to adopt a minority, foreign or “special needs” child?

· Can you afford the financial costs associated with raising a child?

· Do you wish to adopt one child or a set of siblings?

· Does your lifestyle accommodate the many needs of a child?  If not, are you willing to change your lifestyle?

· Do you understand that no “guarantees” come with children (adopted or natural)?

· Have you accepted that you cannot have a child of your own?

· How will you handle rejection, suspicion, acting-out and other potential behavioral problems that some adopted children may display occasionally?

· How will your in-laws, friends and others respond to the adoption?

· If you have children, how will they respond to an adopted brother or sister?

· If you are married, is your spouse sincere about adopting?

· What kind of “role model” will you make for the adopted child?

· What will you do if parenting an adopted child does not meet your expectations?

· Why (exactly) have you chosen to adopt a child?
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AGENCIES AND PROFESSIONALS TO CONTACT
ABOUT ADOPTING A CHILD

Persons considering adoption should gather information about the adoption process and raising an adopted child.  Adoptive parents also will benefit from knowing where to get help or information about parenting an adopted child.  The following is a partial list of local and national agencies and professionals to contact about adopting a child.
LOCAL SOURCES

ADOPTION AGENCY – The most direct source to contact about adoption is a public or private adoption agency.  They usually have counselors and written materials that explain the adoption process.  These agencies also can help prospective adopters locate adoptable children or make referrals to other sources of help or information.

Telephone #

ATTORNEY – There are many laws and legal considerations related to adoption.  Attorneys (especially those who specialize in adoption) can explain the laws and handle the legal matters.  The services of an attorney are essential in a non-agency adoption and may be helpful in agency adoptions.

Telephone #

ADOPTIVE PARENT ASSOCIATION – Many communities have an adoptive parent association where persons who have adopted or are considering adoption meet to discuss their concerns.  This is an excellent source of information for persons considering adoption and a valuable source of support for adoptive parents.

Telephone #

CHILDREN AND YOUTH SERVICES – Most communities have an agency that specializes in matters related to children.  They can provide information about adoption agencies and adoption laws, as well as offer supportive services to adoptive parents and adopted children.

Telephone #

NATIONAL SOURCES

North American Council on Adoptable Children

www.nacac.org
National Adoption Center

www.adopt.org
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