ADOPTION ADVOCATES ARE UPSET ABOUT THE PROMOTIONAL TRAILER FOR THE NEW DISNEY MOVIE “THE COUNTRY BEARS.” IN THE FILM, A BABY BEAR IS ADOPTED BY A SUBURBAN FAMILY, BUT “BEARY” STARTS TO FEEL A LITTLE DIFFERENT…

“THIS IS MY BABY PICTURE…AND THIS IS YOURS.”

“MOM, AM I ADOPTED?”

“EH, OF COURSE NOT HONEY.”

YES IT’S A COMEDY ABOUT A BEAR, AND YES IT’S JUST A MOVIE…BUT IT DEMONSTRATES A THEME OFTEN SEEN IN POPULAR CULTURE, THAT YOU SHOULDN’T TELL KIDS THEY ARE ADOPTED. BUT THE PHILOSOPHY THAT TELLING CHILD HE IS ADOPTED WILL SOMEHOW HARM THEIR PSYCHOLOGICAL  DEVELOPMENT IS VERY OUTDATED…

“THIRTY YEARS AGO, THE IDEA WAS TO TURN ADOPTION INTO AN IMITATIVE NATURAL BIRTH.  AND THE NOTION WAS, YOU DON’T TELL A CHILD UNTIL THEY’RE OLD ENOUGH TO UNDERSTAND IF YOU TELL THEM AT ALL.  BECAUSE IT’S GONNA BE TRAUMATIC.  AND YOU IMITATE THE BIOLOGICAL WORLD.”

THAT’S DOCTOR SUSAN FISHER, A CLINICAL PROFESSOR OF PSYCHIATRY AT THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO AND CO-AUTHOR OF THE BOOK “TALKING WITH YOUNG CHILDREN ABOUT ADOPTION. SHE BELIEVES CHILDREN SHOULD BE TOLD AS SOON AS THEY START ASKING QUESTIONS…

“YOU TALK TO KIDS ABOUT DEATH AND SEX AND GOD AND WAR IN THE TERMS THAT THEY CAN UNDERSTAND WHEN THEY’RE LITTLE.  SO WHY DON’T YOU TALK ABOUT ADOPTION THAT WAY, TOO?”

FOR MARYBETH CEHLAR, NOW IN HER THIRTIES, THAT OPPORTUNITY  CAME WHEN SHE WAS SEVEN…

“AND MY FATHER KEPT TEASING ME ABOUT MY IRISH NOSE, YOU KNOW, SAYING I HAD A CUTE IRISH NOSE.  AND I GOT REALLY MAD AT HIM, AND I’M LIKE, I’M NOT IRISH!  STOP SAYING THAT!  SO THEY TOOK ME DOWNSTAIRS AND IN THE FILING CABINET THEY HAD A FOLDER OF ALL THE THINGS THAT THEY HAD KEPT FROM THE PLACE WHERE I WAS ADOPTED FROM; IT WAS IN NEW YORK.  SO THEY PULLED OUT ALL THE LETTERS THAT WE’D GOTTEN AND ALL THE INFORMATION AND THEN THEY SHOWED ME THAT MY BIOLOGICAL FATHER WAS IRISH AND MY BIOLOGICAL MOTHER WAS ENGLISH, IRISH, AND GERMAN.”

RATHER THAN BEING UPSET, CEHLAR SAID HER PARENTS FRAMED THE INFORMATION IN SUCH A WAY THAT SHE FELT SPECIAL, BUT IT DIDN’T END THERE…

“CAUSE I REMEMBER BEING KIND OF EXCITED ABOUT IT BECAUSE THEY KEPT TELLING ME THAT THEY CHOSE ME, I WAS SPECIAL.  AND I REMEMBER GOING TO SCHOOL THE NEXT DAY AND TELLING ALL MY FRIENDS CAUSE I THOUGHT IT WAS REALLY COOL.  AND THEN ANOTHER GROUP OF GIRLS, I GUESS, HEARD ABOUT IT.  AND WE HAD HAD A FOSTER CHILD, MAYBE THE YEAR BEFORE, WHO DIDN’T STAY VERY LONG, SO THEY WERE TELLING ME IT WAS LIKE THE SAME THING AND SOMEONE WAS GOING TO TAKE ME AWAY FROM MY PARENTS.  SO I WENT HOME, ABSOLUTELY UPSET AND CRYING, AND MY MOM HAD TO SAY, ‘NO, WE STOOD IN FRONT OF A JUDGE; IT’S ALL LEGAL.  NO ONE’S EVER GOING TO TAKE YOU AWAY FROM US.”

FISHER SAYS STORIES LIKE THAT ALSO DEMONSTRATE THAT THE CONVERSATION WITHIN A FAMILY ABOUT ADOPTION NEEDS TO BE AN ONGOING DIALOGUE, NOT A ONE TIME EVENT. SHE SAYS AS CHILDREN GET OLDER THEIR QUESTIONS AND NEED FOR INFORMATION WILL CHANGE…BUT SHE STRESSES THAT THE ADOPTION SHOULD ALSO BE FRAMED AS A POSITIVE EVENT, AND THAT PARENTS SHOULD WORK TO UNDERSTAND WHAT EXACTLY THE CHILD WANTS TO KNOW, AND NOT OVERWHELM THEM WITH TOO MUCH INFORMATION…

“YOU KNOW THOSE OLD JOKES WHERE THE KID SAYS, ‘WHERE DID I COME FROM?’  AND THE PARENTS TELL HIM EVERYTHING THERE IS TO KNOW ABOUT SEX AND IMPREGNATION AND THE BIRDS AND THE BEES, AND THEN THEY FINISH, AND THE KID SAYS, ‘I JUST WANTED TO KNOW IF IT WAS NEW YORK OR PHILADELPHIA?’  I THINK THIS IS THE WAY IT IS.  WHAT YOU WANT IS FOR THE CHILD TO BE ABLE TO TELL YOU THEIR FANTASIES AND THEIR THOUGHTS.  AND OFTEN, THEY ARE SO ANXIOUS TO DO IT RIGHT AND TO PREVENT ANXIETY IN THEIR KID, THAT THEY WIND UP OVERLOADING THEM WITH INFORMATION, BASED ON THEIR OWN ANXIETIES AND THEIR OWN FANTASIES.  AND THAT’S NOT THE WAY TO GO.  THE WAY TO GO IS YOU SIT AND SAY, ‘WELL, WHAT DO YOU THINK?’  

“ONE LITTLE BOY SAID TO HIS MOTHER, ‘WAS I IN YOUR TUMMY?’  AND SHE SAID, ‘NO, YOU WERE IN THIS OTHER LADY’S TUMMY AND WE WERE WAITING FOR YOU TO COME OUT, BECAUSE SHE HAD MET US AND SHE KNEW WE WERE GOING TO BE YOUR MOMMY.’  AND HE SAID, ‘HOW FAST DID YOU GO, MOMMY, TO GET ME?  HOW FAST DID YOU GO IN YOUR CAR?’  THAT’S WHAT HE WAS CONCERNED WITH.  AND IT WAS CLEAR THAT HIS IDEA OF HOW MUCH HE WAS LOVED AND CHERISHED WAS HOW FAST THEY WENT IN THE CAR.  AND SO THE MOTHER SAID, ‘WE WENT VERY FAST.  WE WENT SIXTY MILES AN HOUR.’  AND HE LEAPED OUT OF THE BATHTUB AND SAID, ‘HOW FAST WAS THAT?’ AND BEGAN RUNNING: ‘WAS IT THIS FAST, WAS IT FASTER?’  AND THEY HAD A WONDERFUL TIME TALKING ABOUT HOW FAST THEY WENT.  THAT WAS HIS METAPHOR FOR BEING CARED ABOUT, AND NOBODY COULD HAVE ANTICIPATED THAT.”

FISHER TELLS PARENTS THAT THE ADOPTION STORY SHOULD BE A COMFORTABLE PART OF A FAMILY’S NARRATIVE FROM THE BEGINNING. ABBE TURNER, WHO WAS ADOPTED AS AN INFANT, SAYS THAT’S THE WAY IT WAS HANDLED IN HER FAMILY…

“I KNEW I WAS ADOPTED BEFORE I KNEW WHAT IT MEANT TO BE ADOPTED.  IT WAS TALKED ABOUT QUITE OPENLY.  MY PARENTS READ BOOKS, I GUESS THERE WAS A SET OF BOOKS BACK IN THE SIXTIES, THAT WAS ONE BOOK FOR THE KIDS AND THEN ONE BOOK FOR THE PARENTS.  AS TO HOW TO TALK TO KIDS ABOUT BEING ADOPTED.  IT WAS JUST A FACT OF LIFE: WE WERE ADOPTED.”

TURNER SAYS HER FAMILY SPOKE SO HIGHLY OF ADOPTION, THAT WHEN HER PARENTS HAD A BIOLOGICAL CHILD, SHE WISHED SHE WERE ADOPTED TOO.

“WHEN MY SISTER WAS GROWING UP, SHE WAS THE YOUNGEST CHILD, SHE WANTED TO BE ADOPTED.  BECAUSE MY BROTHER AND I WERE CHOSEN, AND SHE WAS JUST THERE.  SO SHE FELT THAT WE WERE SPECIAL BECAUSE MOM AND DAD PICKED US.  AND THAT WAS KIND OF THE APPROACH THAT MY PARENTS DID USE, THAT WE WERE CHOSEN.”

BUT FISHER SAYS TELLING A CHILD SHE WAS CHOSEN MAY NOT ALWAYS BE THE BEST IDEA…

“I DON’T THINK YOU TELL AN ADOPTIVE CHILD THAT THEY’VE BEEN CHOSEN.  I THINK THAT’S A MISTAKE.  BECAUSE THE KID COULD SAY, ‘OK, YOU CHOSE ME, YOU COULD UN-CHOOSE ME.  I THINK, YOU KNOW, YOU LET THEM KNOW THE TRUTH: THAT YOU WANTED A BABY AND YOU WANTED TO TAKE CARE OF A BABY, AND THERE THEY WERE AND FOR BETTER WORSE, THERE WE ARE.

BUT FISHER SAYS, EVERY FAMILY IS DIFFERENT AND PARENTS ARE USUALLY THE BEST JUDGE OF WHAT IS THE BEST INFORMATION FOR THEIR CHILD. SHE SAYS THE KEY IS THAT PARENTS SHOULD NEVER DENY THAT A CHILD WAS ADOPTED, AND SHOULD ANSWER WHATEVER QUESTIONS THEY HAVE HONESTLY, WITH INFORMATION APPROPRIATE TO THE CHILD’S AGE. SHE SAYS ALL ADOPTIVE FAMILIES SHOULD DESCRIBE ADOPTION AS A SOURCE OF PRIDE, NOT AS SOMETHING TO HIDDEN. I’M VINCENT DUFFY…89-7…WKSU.

FOR THE PARENTS OF ADOPTED CHILDREN, THERE ARE MANY MIXED MESSAGES CONCERNING WHEN, OR EVEN IF, YOU SHOULD TELL A CHILD THEY ARE ADOPTED. THE EXPERTS SPLIT INTO TWO CAMPS, WITH THE PREDOMINANT VIEW URGING PARENTS TO TELL THEIR CHILDREN ABOUT ADOPTION EARLY. BUT THERE’S STILL A MINORITY WHO CONTEND THAT TELLING A CHILD THEY ARE ADOPTED CAN HARM THEIR PSYCHOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT AND SHOULD BE DONE AS LATE AS POSSIBLE.

