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SOCIO-ECONOMICS OF ADOPTION PLACEMENT
DUFFY

Finding suitable adoption and foster care families for older children is a major challenge for public and private agencies. But experience and new research both suggest that the best place for a successful non-infant adoption is with low-income families. WKSU’s Vincent Duffy reports…

DUFFY: Imagine for a moment that you are a social worker, trying to find the best adoption home for a young child in foster care. Your choices are a young white couple who rent a small, crowded duplex in a blue collar section of Wadsworth, and a middle aged white couple who own a large, clean home among the horse farms of Medina County, with a big yard and a pool. Before you pick, listen to Mary Brooks, a recruitment consultant for child welfare agencies, who has been studying the qualities of families that adopt successfully…

BROOKS: We found that in general, the families tend to be blue collar, perhaps average to lower education when compared nationally, and what we really think is that these are people who might not necessarily have a big wallet but they have a big heart.

DUFFY: Those research findings don’t surprise Krissy Kolaric, who co-owns a private adoption agency in Copley…

KOLARIC: We do find on a regular basis that we do have more success with lower income families or middle income. It’s difficult to say why. I don’t like to generalize and say anything negative about the higher income families, but I think that as far as the higher income families, they do have higher expectations of the children that are coming into their home.

DUFFY: Social workers have name for these higher expectations, they call it the “Porcelain Doll Syndrome”, and while there are exceptions, it works like this, the higher a family’s socio-economic class, the more likely they are to desire the perfect child…a child that can be put on display. When placement agencies conduct home studies of adults wanting to adopt foster children, one of the things they look for is cultural sensitivity. That’s not just a code word for race, but also class…

KOLARIC: And it would be difficult for example to place a child that has come from a very low-income environment and place them into a very high income environment because the cultures are so very different. The values in those homes are very different than the values in the homes these children may have come from, and that’s one of the reasons adoptions do disrupt, when you place an older child that’s come from such a different culture.

DUFFY: The two families described earlier are real, and both families did have foster children permanently placed in their homes for adoption. (Sound of home) Brandon and Rhonda Hagy are the young white couple in Wadsworth, and they’ve adopted Mercedes, a young African American girl who never stops moving, and Talaya, an African American infant who is a new baby sister for Mercedes. When the Hagy’s had difficulty conceiving, they wondered about adoption…

RHONDA: At first we thought adoption wouldn’t be feasible for us because we don’t have a very high income. 

DUFFY: The girl’s birth mothers both abused drugs during their pregnancies, and Rhonda says it’s created a number of problems for Mercedes…

RHONDA: She basically had a very severe problem eating. She couldn’t eat solid food, severe temper tantrums, um, she was all the way behind approximately about a year or more for her age. (Sound of Mercedes singing ABCs)

DUFFY: Mercedes is still behind developmentally. Bouncing in the living room beneath a fish tank and paintings of Christ, she can sing the tune to her ABC’s, but doesn’t know the letters. But that’s just fine with her mom…

RHONDA: There’s never going to be an ideal child from our experience. If your children look different than you, that’s OK. If your children act different than you, that’s OK too. Really realize what a blessing it is to have this child that God placed them in your home, and He thought about you and this child before this child was born and knew that they were going to be placed with you and that will help you realize how important they are and how special they are.

DUFFY: The adoption experience did not go as smoothly for John and Belinda Senick. In their late thirties and finding it difficult to have children of their own, the Senicks were foster parents to Rhonda and Shauna, a pair of white school age sisters. Belinda says from the beginning, Rhonda was a handful…

BELINDA: The first incident, we had a little campfire in the backyard and it was time to go to bed. We came in and she would wear these bell-bottoms that were too big on her and were real long and they got all muddy…and you know, my carpets are real light. So I’m like, “OK now, we’re going to have to like go into the bathroom now and I’m going to give you your jimmies and you change into them because I don’t want you walking up the steps with you muddy pants and then I’m going to throw them into the washer for you for tomorrow.” She didn’t want to do that. So I’m like OK, so I just like put the pajamas next to her and I said, “I’ll see you in the morning, you know where your bedroom is.” Well, eventually she did put, you know, her pajamas on. Um, like going to bed one night, we were in the family room, and she’s hanging on to the bottom of the table. So we turned off the lights and we’re like, “OK, we’re going to go to bed.” So we went upstairs and she followed us upstairs but she laid on the hallway floor screaming at the top of her lungs for an hour. Um, you’d go to a store and maybe she’d get mad at you ‘cause you wouldn’t buy her something and she’d just plop herself down in the middle of the aisle and she wouldn’t get up.

DUFFY: At the advice of the placement agency, Rhonda was sent to another foster home, and soon the Senick’s fell in love with Shauna, decided to adopt her, and introduced her to family activities…

BELINDA: Museums, concerts, you know we introduced her to ballets, classical, bike riding on the towpath, (JOHN in background: “Rollerblading.”) we were constantly vacationing, we traveled with her (JOHN in background: “We took her to Disneyworld.”)

DUFFY: But then Shauna started to act like her sister Rhonda…

BELINDA: Nothing we did made her happy. Um, she got very violent, um, didn’t want, you know, to really listen to us at all as far as getting ready for school, getting dressed in the morning, cleaning her bathroom, taking care of her pets. Time to go, you know, if you’re at a friends house, you know, “C’mon let’s go,” she wouldn’t want to go.

DUFFY: But the final straw for the Senick’s was Shauna’s violent tantrums. Belinda says Shauna was arrested the third time the police were called to the house. An incident that started with a bad report card…

BELINDA: We had planned a weekend at a hotel, where we were going to Barney Google’s, they have an indoor swimming pool and it was like a special treat for her because she was really good when we had to go to a funeral. So we had everything packed, and we were ready to go and she came home with a report care of all Ds and Fs. I did not want to take away the weekend trip, but I felt that I had to do something to show her that we can’t have Ds and Fs. So I thought, well, a little talk, we’re going to discuss it, and we’re going to come up with something, you know, maybe you’re going to write a paper. She didn’t want to hear of it and she threw a fit. It was like after Easter and she had Easter candy and she’s taking the chocolate and smearing it all over me and she’s hitting me and punching me and trying to bite me and I’m like, “OK, here we go, I’m going to call the police.”

DUFFY: So after a year and a half, the Senick’s made the difficult decision to disrupt the adoption, and Shauna was sent to another foster home:

BELINDA: You know I’m not going to live with police stations and jails and courts – we had to go to court to get her out. I just don’t want to live with that violence. I didn’t grow up that way and we don’t live that way. And you know, having the police at your home, it’s embarrassing, you know the neighbors see domestic violence.

DUFFY: The Senick’s now say they only want to adopt an infant…but they may have to wait a long time, because they don’t want to adopt an African American infant…

BELINDA: In my opinion I could love any child, but I’m a little worried about the fact where we live and it not being accepted. See people would like look at me as if like, oh well, she had an affair. 

DUFFY: It is true that every family and every situation is different, and in some respects it isn’t fair to compare these two families.  But according to Cynthia Deal, the executive director of Northeast Ohio Adoption Services, they do fit the pattern often seen in the placement of non-infant foster kids. Deal says just as important as socio-economic status though, is determining why a couple wants a child…

DEAL: We’re looking for people who want the children in their lives because they want to give the children something. Not that they are expecting the children to give to them if that makes any sense. They want to make a difference in the life of a child as opposed to “a child will make me happy.”

When I told the Senick’s about the research indicating that lower income families have a higher success rate than upper income families with foster care adoptions, they weren’t surprised…

BELINDA: Um, you get paid, and I think that like some of those families are looking for the income because the state, the state covers all the medical, um you get a check each month. I think a lot of that is, is that some of those families are looking for the income.

DUFFY: The sad fact is that there are more children in need of adoption then there are families willing to take them, and any family willing to try should be commended. Adoption agencies say they would never discourage a wealthy family from adopting an older child, but they do believe their recruitment efforts pay better dividends among families of lesser means. I’m Vincent Duffy…89-7…WKSU.

