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Wide Horizons For Children, Inc. has a strong commitment to finding permanent homes for children who are over the age of 5.  The adoption of an older child can be richly rewarding and may be the right choice for your family.  The need is vast and WHFC needs families such as yourself willing to open your hearts and homes. Success stories and heartfelt testimonials abound and WHFC will happily share those with you.  

However, the adoption of an older child can also present unique issues and challenges that may not be present or as pronounced with the adoption of a younger child.  Thus, families need to have additional education, resources and support.  The goal of this mini workbook is simply to be a portion of the preparation needed to help you evaluate whether this is the right adoption path for your family and to be successful should you chose to adopt an older child.  This workbook includes three sections:

1. Acknowledgement of possible challenges

2. Recommended Providers to Identify During Home Study

3. Reference Families

Please review this document with your social worker and submit to WHFC’s central office when complete.  
Section 1:  Acknowledgement of possible challenges

The following is a list of issues that may occur with the adoption of an older child. The success of an older child placement is highly contingent upon setting realistic expectations and preparing for a variety of possibilities. Certainly, no one child exhibits all the possible challenges!  WHFC requests that each prospective adoptive parent review and sign this agreement, initialing each item to affirm that all of these issues have been addressed through discussions with your social worker, seminars attended,  review of educational materials and discussions with families who have adopted older children. 

 Behaviors that older children may exhibit include but are not limited to the following:
1. _____A child with an early history of inconsistent and disrupted relationships with caretakers may have difficulty attaching to adoptive parents.  Children may have a range of attachment and bonding issues which can include fear of being away from parents, clinginess, indiscriminate affection with strangers, and fear or avoidance of intimacy.

2. _____During the initial adjustment, parents do not always immediately bond with their older adopted child and vice versa. Each is a stranger to the other and true bonding will require time, predictability and feelings of security. Neither the child nor the parents may measure up to the anticipated “fantasy” of the other.

3. _____Children who have been sexually abused, witnessed sexualized behaviors or been inappropriately supervised with other children may exhibit sexually provocative or aggressive behaviors.  For their own safety and that of others, children should be supervised around other children.

4. _____ Children who have experienced a lack of stimulation, permanency and educational opportunities may have issues with developmental delay, sensory integration, speech and language disorders, learning disorders, hyperactivity, lack of concentration and self stimulating behaviors such as head banging and rocking.  Older adopted children are likely to need immediate special education services through the local school system as well as other remedial interventions.
5. _____Children who have experienced trauma may exhibit post traumatic stress behaviors including dissociation, learned helplessness, hyper vigilance, flashbacks, nightmares, sleep disturbances, and fear of sleeping alone.  Many children will need the assistance of therapeutic intervention.
6. _____A child coming home to a family from another country experiences profound losses.  Children who have experienced multiple losses or placements may expect their adoptive family to desert them and act in ways that appear to provoke rejection. 
7. _____Children exhibit grief in different ways.  Grieving has no timeline and may occur throughout a child’s development. Early trauma or trauma associated with loss and grief may result in regressed behaviors including bedwetting, soiling, or acting like a child younger than their chronological age.
8. _____Children who have experienced deprivation may exhibit hoarding behaviors and abnormal eating patterns including gorging of food.

9. _____Children who have experienced loss, rejection or abuse may exhibit rage reactions including temper tantrums, defiance, and swearing.  In the extreme, children may exhibit aggression towards themselves, others, objects or pets. While uncommon, they may exhibit fascination with gore and violence or engage in fire setting.  Children should be monitored for self preservation and safety skills until these can be evaluated and/or taught.  
10. _____In most cases, adoptive parents do not speak their child’s first language.  The family’s early adjustment is complicated by an inability to communicate with one another.  Although most children learn a functional amount of English quickly, they are likely to continue to have gaps in understanding and in their ability to express themselves which may affect their relationships with family and peers and their performance in school. Frustration associated with the inability to communicate may result in anger or withdrawal.
11. _____Children living in orphanages have daily lives filled with structure, predictability and routine.  The stimulation and constant activity common in most American households and communities may be overwhelming to them and they may exhibit this behaviorally by withdrawing or acting out when exposed to new people and situations or when expected to transition rapidly from one environment to another.

12. _____Although needy and unaccustomed to the material possessions you will provide, children may not express appreciation and an understanding of your generosity.

13. _____Older children will come into your home with intact memory of their early life experiences. Your child will need reassurance that their feelings about the birth family left behind are accepted and understood. As the result of trauma and loss, some of their memories may be confused and appear fantastic. It will be important to listen without judgment as your child sorts out these memories. 
14. _____The parents of children adopted at an older age may need to help their child maintain contact with birth family. 

15.  ____ A child's behavior as a member of an adoptive family is not something that can be predetermined based on the child's history or pre-adoptive observations.  Most children who have experienced trauma, neglect or abuse will need some level of therapeutic support. A given child's need for these services may be brief and remedial or long term and pervasive.  In difficult cases, a child may need therapeutic residential care.

I hereby affirm that I/we, the prospective adoptive parent(s) has/have received knowledge and preparation regarding each of the above issues. 

_____________________________                    ______________________________

Adoption Applicant                                              Adoption Applicant

Section 2:  Recommended Providers to Identify During Homestudy
When preparing to adopt internationally, it is important to identify the providers that will be a support to you and your child.  From experience, we know that one of the key factors to success is asking for help when it is needed.  We ask that you identify service providers in your geographic area.  These providers listed below you will need to have identified early in your process.
International Adoption Clinic:  Adoption medicine has become a specialty. There are clinics throughout the nation and WHFC can provide contact information for many.  Families often use an International Adoption clinic to review the medical information received from abroad when evaluating a possible adoption opportunity and also to complement services provided after arrival.

Which clinic do you plan to use?
Who have you had contact with there?
Contact Information?
What services does the clinic provide pre-adoption?
What services do they provide post adoption?

Pediatrician:  Identify a pediatrician who will be your future child’s primary doctor.  Pediatricians are typically happy to have a brief introductory meeting with (future) parents considering their practice.

Name and contact information?
What made you choose this particular physician?
What did you like about this pediatrician when you contacted him or her?
Does this pediatrician have other international adoptees in their practice?

How familiar is he or she with children from your future child’s country?

Does he or she seem knowledgeable about providing medical care to children with a history of multiple caregivers?

Section 3:  Family References

One of the best methods of preparation can be talking with other families who have adopted children through the program you intend to adopt through or of a similar age of the child you intend to adopt.  Please ask your WHFC social worker and your Country Program Manager for names and contacts for families who would be good for you to connect with to learn about their experiences of adopting and parenting an older child.  
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SAMPLE QUESTIONS

1. How old were your child/children when they first came home?

2. How long have they been home?

3. What were they like when you first met them?  Did they have any special needs due to their history or time in the orphanage or foster care?

4. What are they like now?  Do they still have special needs that distinguish them from other children their age?

5. Can you tell me some of the best things and some of the hardest things about doing an older child or sibling adoption?

6. What outside resources have you used since adopting your child: medical, psychological, dental, educational, parenting support groups?

7. If you work outside the home, how do you balance work with your child’s needs?

8. If you have other children, how did they adjust to their new sibling?

9. Is there anything else I should know about adopting an older child?

