Handout # 4
Triggers and Parental Strategies

	Trigger
	Anticipation
	Damage Control

	Mother’s Day
	· Have child make card/write letter to birth mother; save in a special album.

· Acknowledge child’s feelings for birth mother; let child know it is okay to love more than one mother at the same time.

· Keep own expectations for Mother’s Day to a minimum.
	· Acknowledge child’s feelings for birth mother; let child know it is okay to love more than one mother at the same time.



	Child’s birthday
	· Tell child that you always think about birth parents at time of his or her birthday; you wonder if he or she does too.
	· Acknowledge child’s connection to birth family and her sense of loss at the time of his or her birthday.

· Remember that the child may not consciously recognize the birthday as a time of grieving or loss.

	Child goes to camp (Grandma’s house, friend’s house) overnight or for extended stays
	· Don’t insist on overnight stays if child cannot cope.


	· Child takes pictures, mementos when separations are necessary.

· Make a tape of yourself reading a favorite story or singing a favorite song.

	Parents leaving for “getaway” or business trip without child
	· Use a very familiar person as a sitter (grandparent, close family friend, familiar sitter).

· Keep child’s schedule intact, if possible.
	· Let child keep a significant memento of yours while you are gone that he or she knows you would not part with.

· Make a tape of yourself reading a favorite story or singing a favorite song.

	Trigger
	Anticipation
	Damage Control

	Parent becomes seriously ill
	· Ensure that child has accurate information about prognosis.

· Child visits hospital.
	· Help child express fears and anxieties through play, drawing, open communication.

	Pet dies
	· Empathize with feelings of loss.
	· Have a “good-bye” ceremony or funeral to help child with closure.

	Child loses favorite friend or, in adolescence, significant other
	· Empathize with feelings of loss.

· Ensure child has accurate information.


	· Help child email friend if he or she has moved away; arrange visits if possible.

· Observe and supervise adolescent closely for signs of serious depression.

	Grandparent dies
	· Allow child to have closure and receive a “good-bye” blessing from the grandparent, if possible.

· Ensure child has accurate information.


	· Empathize with feelings of loss.

· Help child write a letter, draw a picture, compose music or poetry that commemorates importance of relationship.

· Frame a picture of child with grandparent for her room or help child make a collage of pictures.

	Family moves
	· Ensure pre-move visits, if possible.

· Acknowledge that there will be negative feelings about moving; don’t try to “sell” the move by speaking only in positive terms.

· Give child as much concrete information about new location as possible.


	· Allow child as much control as possible over choices about room, school, etc.

· Assure connections to previous neighborhood through visits, e-mail, letters, photos.




	Trigger
	Anticipation
	Damage Control

	School transitions
	· Visit new school the day before the first day.

· Arrange to meet school personnel/teacher.
	· Assure connections to old friends through visits, photos, phone calls, e-mail.

	Senior year of high school; age 18
	· Assure youth that adoption does not end with adulthood; he will always be your son.
	· Encourage slow process of emancipation (living at home and going to local college) if child seems anxious.

	Holidays
	· Keep expectations for holiday celebrations to a minimum.
· Allow the child to choose the level of family connectedness he is ready to accept.
	· Incorporate traditions child remembers from earlier attachments or cultures

· Select (or let the child create) a special ornament or memento to commemorate the importance of the birth family in the child’s life.

	Parents divorce
	· Provide information about the separation that is developmentally appropriate.

· Counseling for children of divorce with a therapist who is sensitive to adoption issues.
	· Assure that child understands he is not responsible for the loss of another parent; continue to work with this issue over time.
· Assure child continues to be “co-parented” even though adoptive parents are unable to live together.


	Trigger
	Anticipation
	Damage Control

	School Assignments
	· Provide education to school personnel about impact of family tree/history and other assignments on adopted children.
	· Assist child in completing assignments in creative ways (e.g. displaying birth family in roots of family tree, adoptive family in branches) to acknowledge and celebrate his history honestly.

	Movies or other media with adoption theme
	· View the movie or tv program with the child and discuss issues, misconceptions, feelings raised by the content.
	· Use the media to compare and contrast with the child’s own experience with adoption.

· Provide positive or appropriate books and stories with adoption themes.

	Issues from child’s Prediction Path (Placement history, abuse/neglect history)
	· Understand that child may have a “time clock” of anticipated length of time with each family he has lived with, based on placement history. As the end of his time “allotment” with each family approaches, child may experience extreme anxiety.
· Use support groups and counseling for child maltreatment victims, post adoption support, as needed.
	· Be sensitive to all losses and transitions.

· Talk openly about history. Understand that child can only grasp portions of his history at each telling and at each developmental level.


	Trigger
	Anticipation
	Damage Control

	Insensitive comments from friends or strangers
	· Develop a code gesture or phrase the child can use to let parent know he or she is uncomfortable, and conversation should be ended as soon as possible.
	· While it is not appropriate to educate the world at the expense of the child’s privacy, the parent should always talk, following such an incident, with the child about feelings related to insensitive comments.


Principles of Adoptive Parenting (Regardless of situation or event):

1. Be sensitive to the child’s feeling of loss.  “Loss is the stage on which the drama of adoption is played.” (Jean Pierre Bourguignon)

2. Allow the child to have control, whenever possible.

3. Be honest and realistic in all communication about adoption.

4. Don’t compete with the birth family.  The child should never be asked to choose which family deserves his or her loyalty and allegiance. 
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