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COMMUNICATION: Children and Parents

Education Center for Adoptive Parents
Supporting & Connecting Families Communication: Telling the Story

Experience has taught us that communicating openly about adoption with children can help them process 
complex emotions. Talking openly lets children develop a healthy sense of identity and lets them know it is okay 
to talk about adoption. Open communication is not always easy, especially when the conversation is unexpected, 
poorly timed or about a challenging topic. Here are some things you can do to prepare:  

•	Self-reflect

•	Practice	out	loud	

•	Create	opportunities

	Self-reflect 
Ask yourself difficult questions and imagine the questions your child might have. Be honest in your 
responses. Knowing how you think and feel about complex topics will help you better understand what your 
child is thinking and feeling. 

	Practice	out	loud		
Communicating about adoption takes practice.The more you practice, the more natural and comfortable 
you will feel. Practice out loud to prepare for situations in which you are surprised by the question and must 
be confident and knowledgeable with your answer. 

 

	Create	opportunities			
Don’t wait until your child asks questions about a subject. Take the lead by initiating the conversation. 
Creating opportunities for your child to talk about his or her thoughts and feelings usually leads to greater 
family closeness. It’s best to begin open communication early, but it is never too late to start.
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AGE-APPROPRIATE COMMUNICATION

Education Center for Adoptive Parents
Supporting & Connecting Families Communication: Telling the Story

 Birth to three-year-old children

• Attach to and bond with their primary caregivers.  

• Make tremendous strides in the development of motor skills and language. 

• Has not yet developed the cognitive ability to understand concepts like adoption.   

Your adopted child

• Learns words and vocabulary related to adoption as they are used in your home.  

As parents

• Talk about adoption in a comfortable and positive way with your child, family and friends.    

• If possible, gather information and materials from your child’s birth family such as pictures, letters and 
documents.  

• Create a life story book for your child.

 Three- to seven-year-old children

• Are bursting with questions about birth and where they came from.  

• Have difficulty knowing the difference between fantasy and reality.  

• May have fears of being lost or abandoned.  

Your adopted child

• Wants to hear his/her adoption story again and again.  

• S/he can repeat it verbatim, but still has a limited conceptual understanding of adoption.  

As parents

• Talk about where babies come from and how different kinds of families are formed.  

• Find routine cozy times like bedtime to tell and retell the adoption story. 

• Answer questions honestly and openly.  

• Be truthful with your child. Present difficult information in an age-appropriate way.

• Help your child develop confidence by giving him/her lots of love and affection.  
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AGE-APPROPRIATE COMMUNICATION

Education Center for Adoptive Parents
Supporting & Connecting Families Communication: Telling the Story

 Eight- to twelve-year-old children

• Are gathering information and skills needed to gain independence.

• Feel a growing sense of belonging with family.  

Your adopted child

• Has a clear understanding of the concept of adoption. 

• Realizes that he/she had to lose something to be adopted and might begin grieving.  

• Might have a sense of being different or not fitting in.

As parents

• Encourage dialogue about adoption without forcing the topic.  

• Be sensitive to your child’s readiness and interest in talking.  

• Respond openly and honestly to your child’s questions about his/her birth family and background. 

• Let your child know that it’s okay to love both sets of parents. There’s no need to “choose.”

• Continue to co-create and share a life story book together.

 Thirteen- to seventeen-year-old teens

• Are working on establishing a secure sense of identity.  

• Imitate role models and try on different “looks.”

• Question authority and tend to be critical of themselves and others.  

Your adopted teen

• Might experience anger over loss of control in his/her life and grief about his/her adoption. 

As parents

• Help your teen access all birth information.  

• Help your teen process information in his or her adoption story.   

• Stay emotionally attuned to your teen’s needs.

• Encourage your teen to seek out support from other adopted teenagers, either informally or in a group.  

• Support your teen in exercising self-control when appropriate.  

• Stay positive, even when your teen is angry.  

• Continue to co-create and share a life story book together.
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AGE-APPROPRIATE COMMUNICATION

Education Center for Adoptive Parents
Supporting & Connecting Families Communication: Telling the Story

 Eighteen- to twenty-one-year-old young adults

• Focus on developing intimate relationships.  

• Might be anxious about growing up and leaving home.

• Might begin to establish their own families and lives apart from their parents.  

Your adopted young adult

• Might seek out contact with his/her birth family.

As parents

• Give your son or daughter practical support or advice about seeking contact with his/her birth family.  

• Continue to keep conversations about adoption open and active.

• Support your son’s or daughter’s efforts toward independence.

• Show that he/she can count on a loving relationship with you.

• Be sensitive to his/her feelings about intimate relationships with peers.  
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COMMUNICATION: Birth Family

Education Center for Adoptive Parents
Supporting & Connecting Families Communication: Telling the Story

In modern-day adoption, a shift toward openness is taking place. Adoptive parents are encouraged to acknowledge 
birth families and, when possible, maintain some form of contact with them throughout the child’s life. 
A family can maintain a culture of openness even if contact is not possible. Every story is unique and there are 
many considerations as this shift towards openness takes place. Here are some things you can do that will help: 

• Maintain a culture of openness

• Anticipate questions and help your child with the answers

• Set boundaries

• Speak respectfully and compassionately about the birth family

 Maintain a culture of openness
• Be kind and respectful of your child’s birth family, even when talking to others, because it is important to 

build trust and open dialogue. 

• Practice talking about adoption so that you are not anxious or dismissive about your child’s interest in his  
or her birth family.  

• Answer questions in a truthful, age-appropriate way. This will help your child feel comfortable about the 
subject of his or her first family or birth family, and won’t fear that talking about it will hurt your feelings.

 Anticipate questions and help your child with the answers 
It is normal and healthy for a child to want to know where they come from. Anticipate these questions and 
be ready for those conversations. Asking yourself the hard questions beforehand will help you prepare. 

 Set boundaries  
Some families have open adoptions and communicate regularly with birth families. True openness does not 
mean there are no boundaries. If you have an open adoption you may need to find a mediator or adoption 
professional to help establish a safe and sustainable balance of openness. 

 Speak respectfully and compassionately about the birth family 
You should always model respectful language that is free of judgment. The way you speak about birth family 
members will impact your child’s self esteem because the birth family is part of your child’s heritage and a 
key part of their identity. 
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COMMUNICATION: Community

Education Center for Adoptive Parents
Supporting & Connecting Families Communication: Telling the Story

People in the community can be curious about your adoptive family. You may find yourself answering questions 
posed by people you don’t know. Just as children benefit when you speak openly with them, they’ll also benefit 
when you communicate openly with people in your community about adoption.

• Our children are affected by how we communicate

• Act as a role model for your child

• Set boundaries

 Our children are affected by how we communicate 
To acknowledge your children’s ethnic and adoptive backgrounds sends a positive message to children 
about adoption. While it might be uncomfortable to talk publicly about adoption, race, and ethnicity, it’s 
important to let children know that it’s okay to talk about differences. 

Avoiding open communication about differences sends a negative message to children.

 Act as a role model for your child 
The way you react to questions affects your children. Because your children are constantly observing you 
and your reactions, act as a role model.

 Set boundaries  
Adoptive families are often called on to share information about adoption with those around them. You and 
your children may feel reluctant to always take on the role of adoption educator. 

Rehearse a phrase to excuse yourself from unwanted conversation. If your child is present, you’ll be 
modeling how you’ve set some healthy boundaries for yourself, which in turn teaches a child how to respect 
their own boundaries.

We keep 
some things 
private, just 
like your 
family.

I don’t 
really 
know 

you well 
enough 
to talk 
about 
that. 

I appreciate 
your question 
but this isn’t 
the best time 
to have that 
conversation.
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COMMUNICATION: Community

Education Center for Adoptive Parents
Supporting & Connecting Families Communication: Telling the Story
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COMMUNICATION: Extended Family

Education Center for Adoptive Parents
Supporting & Connecting Families Communication: Telling the Story

Things to Remember

•	 Learn to handle misguided statements

•	 Include	extended	family	members	in	the	learning	process	

•	 Identify	a	support	network		

 Learn to handle misguided statements
• Stay calm and don’t take things personally.

• Ask questions and let family members express their concerns.

• Respond respectfully and educate.

	Include	extended	family	members	in	the	learning	process
• Be honest and open about your plans, expectations and motives.

• Give extended family members plenty of time to process.  They may have feelings and questions that will 
take time to surface.  

• Provide resources (i.e., books, videos and other media) to family members. Exposing them to adoption 
issues and seeing examples of real families formed by adoption will help them with the transition.

• Keep family members informed on the process and your plans. Ask for their help.

• Let them know that some information is private and should not be shared with the community. Discuss what 
is okay and what is not okay to share about your child outside your family. 

• Encourage attendance at adoption conferences and adoption community events where they can interact 
with other families.

• Educate family members in the language of adoption.

	Identify	a	support	network		
• Your family can act as an important part of your support network.

• If you don’t have a long list of supportive friends and family, start to build that community now. Surround 
yourself with people who will understand and help you in your parenting journey.  
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COMMUNICATION: School

Education Center for Adoptive Parents
Supporting & Connecting Families Communication: Telling the Story

Partner with your child’s school to educate students, teachers, and staff about  
the unique concepts and terminology of adoption. 

 
Here are some suggestions for offering support and resources to your child’s school:

• Write a note to the teacher or principal offering to 
educate and give support to the school and classroom 
about adoption. See the Letter to Teacher from Adoption 
Mosaic in Module 3.

• For younger students (K-3), ask the teacher if you can 
come into the classroom to talk about adoption and 
give the students and teacher an opportunity to ask 
questions. 

• Offer terminology for the teacher to use when talking 
about adoption in the classroom. See the Adoption 
Language printable in Module 3.

• Donate or recommend adoption resources to the teacher and to the school librarian.

• Set up a meeting with the teacher. Discuss how to adapt assignments to be inclusive of adopted children. 
These assignments might be family trees, autobiographical timelines, family photos, etc.

• Educate other parents about adoption and enter conversations with an open mind. Many non-adoptive 
parents don’t know a lot about adoption, but they are willing to listen and learn.

• Role-play with your child about how he or she can answer questions that other children may ask about 
being adopted.

• Be involved in your child’s school, and advocate for your child when necessary.

Things to remember

• This is your child’s story, and they deserve privacy at school. Discuss with your child what information  
they want to share.

• Educate students and teachers about adoption in general. It is not necessary to tell every detail  
of the story.

• Explain to the teacher about how your child’s pre-adopted life might be impacting their success  
in the classroom.  

• Develop strategies for managing a particular behavior, if necessary, and include the teacher as part  
of the team to support the child.

• Ask the teacher to notice if students tease your child about being adopted, and ask  
what he or she would do if it occurs.
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COMMUNICATION: School

Education Center for Adoptive Parents
Supporting & Connecting Families Communication: Telling the Story

How do I talk to a teacher about adoption?

• It’s not necessary or helpful to share every detail. Think about what 
kind of information will help the teacher support your child.

• Ask the teacher questions to determine how much he or she 
knows about adoption. How would the teacher respond to other 
children’s comments, both positive and negative, about adoption?

• Ask how you can help to create a classroom environment that is 
inclusive of adopted persons and adoptive families. This could be 
as simple as a list of appropriate adoption language terms or books 
for the classroom.

• In younger grades, you can speak to the class about adoption or 
read a book out loud.

• Mention specific school projects that could present difficulties for the adopted child or make them feel 
excluded. Provide ideas for alternative assignments. See the Family Tree printable in Module 3.

• You play an important role in modeling language and attitudes about adoption—for teachers, students, and 
other parents in the school community.
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Education Center for Adoptive Parents
Supporting & Connecting Families
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Adoption Mosaic                        PO Box 18102, Portland, OR 97218                         www.adoptionmosaic.org

Dear Teacher and/or School Administrator,

You are receiving this letter because a student in your classroom or at your school is adopted. His or her parent is 
excited to support you throughout the year with any questions you may have about adoption. Adoption Mosaic 
has worked with families and schools to help support teachers, school administrators and parents to work together 
to create a dialogue about adoption that will enhance the experience for everyone in the classroom. This letter is 
simply to introduce you to the world of adoption and to offer some resources.

Like with many blended family situations, adoption has unique terms and concepts that are important to be 
aware of. For example, when a child is adopted it is likely they may not have knowledge or access to information 
about their biological family history, making a simple project like creating a family tree extremely challenging 
or emotional for a child. Another example is asking your students to bring in a baby picture to share with the 
class. If a child is adopted when they are older, it is possible they don’t have a baby picture, making this simple task 
impossible and may even bring up a lot of emotions for a child. Projects like these can single children out and 
create opportunities for teasing. 

On behalf of the adoption community, thank you for taking the time to read this letter. We encourage you to seek out 
resources and ask the parents and your student questions to learn how to support them.. 

Thank you,

      

Astrid Dabbeni, Executive Director

Adoption Mosaic

I would love to talk with you further on how I can help support your efforts:

Parent’s Name:   Parent of: 

Phone # 

Email:  
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