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What to expect with adoption
Common worries adoptive
families have
How parenting can be
different

Every adoption story is different.

Research shows families do better
when they have healthy, realistic
expectations.

Many people start adoption or SPC
without fully knowing how it will affect
their child or family in the long run.

When things don’t go as hoped, they
may feel disappointed, frustrated,
angry, or think they did something
wrong.

Objectives:

Adoption and guardianship are not just
one-time events.

They affect children and families as they
grow and face new stages. Families do
best when they understand this and are

ready for the journey together.

AGPT SESSION 1 

What did you think foster care, SPC, or
adoption would be like?

How have those thoughts shaped your
experience so far?

Reflective Question:
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One strong sign a family will stay stable is how much the parents
learn and grow. Parents who build skills to support their child help

create a healthy, strong parent-child relationship.

(Adapted from Broadzinsky, 2017)

What are some long-term effects adoption or SPC might have on your family;
both the hard parts and the positive ones?

Reflective Question:
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This means families are stronger when parents keep learning how to
support their child and grow together.



MOTIVATIONS COMMON CHALLENGES 

1

2

3

Motivations 
strongly affect how things go in a family's permanency journey.

Why did you choose adoption or SPC?
What experiences helped you decide?
What values mattered most to you?
What hopes did you have at the start?
How do these reasons shape how you parent?
What do you think parenting will be like?

Journaling Prompt:

Complete the Chart:
Write down the three common reasons people choose adoption or SPC,
and what challenges might come with each reason.
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Kids in the child welfare system “...are not broken and
need fixing. They are little humans who are complex
and need to be understood.”         Michelle Haughton 

Clinical Psychologist        

Parenting an adopted child is different from parenting a child by birth. 

Write down three differences, such as: 
Asking about their birth parents
Feeling sad or scared after moving
Needing extra hugs or reassurance to feel safe

Key Concept

Kids who join your family bring an invisible suitcase. 
It holds feelings and memories from their past.
They may carry missing family, old homes, fears, or questions about
who they are.

On the left, write what your child might carry, like:

Missing a parent or family member
Memories of old homes or schools
Feelings of fear or sadness
Questions about where they belong

Reflection Question:

Definition:

Ambiguous loss is a confusing kind of loss.

Someone may be gone, but you still think about them, like a birth parent in
adoption.
Someone may be there, but not really present, like a parent with a drug
problem.

 It can feel hard because they are not fully gone or fully there.

(Kor et al., 2023, p.239)
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Grief is a normal part of adoption.

How do you see grief in your child or family?
If your child is too young to talk, what behaviors or moods show grief?
How do you make space for these feelings when you parent?

Journaling Prompt:

Deep Dive Activity:

Step 1: Name Your Fears
Take a few moments to write down 3–5 fears you have about becoming
an adoptive or SPC parent. 

These might be about your child, your role, your relationships, or the
future.

Definition:
Hidden grief (also called disenfranchised grief) is a loss that others may not
see.

Many adopted kids are told they should feel lucky, but they can still feel sad
or miss parts of their past.

When people don’t understand these feelings, kids can feel alone and upset.

Step 2: Where Might These Fears Come From?
For each fear, write where it might come from.
It could be a past experience, a story you heard, or just uncertainty.

Example:
Fear: I won’t know how to help my child feel safe.
Source: I’ve never parented a child with trauma before.

7



Step 3: How Do These Fears Affect You?
 Think about your fears:

How do they show up in your body? (Do you feel tense, worried, or want
to avoid something?)
How might they affect how you parent or what you expect?

Step 4: Reframe A Fear
Pick one fear and try to rewrite it in a calmer, more helpful way.

Example:
Fear: I’ll fail as a parent 
Reframe: I won’t know everything, but I will keep learning and trying.

Deep Dive Activity (cont.):

years after the child first joins their family.
Families may need help even many years later.

Test Your Knowledge:
Which of the following is not a common time when adoptive or SPC
parents might face challenges?

Adolescence

Age 7 

When the chid enters kindergarten

How can you get ready for the tough times that might come as your child grows up?
Think about what kinds of support, tools, or changes in how you think might help you
and your child feel more safe and supported during those times.
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Learn how trauma can affect a
child’s growth
Learn about the “Seven Core Issues in
Permanency”
Talk about ways to help children heal
and grow stronger

All children involved
the child welfare

system have
experienced some

form of trauma.

Objectives:

AGPT SESSION 2 

Reflect on the types of trauma
your child may have experienced.
Use the categories below to guide
your thinking:

Challenges during pregnancy:
birth parent used drugs or
alcohol during pregnancy
Not getting enough healthy
food
The mother feeling very
stressed

Trauma around birth:
Being born early
A hard or painful delivery
Painful medical procedures
Being separated from a
birth parent

Relationship-based trauma
happens when a child does not
have a caregiver they can count
on. 
Examples:

Being ignored
Not being cared for
Losing a close relationship
Having a caregiver die

Trauma from abuse or unsafe
environments happens when a
child is hurt or does not feel safe. 
Examples:

 physical, emotional, or sexual
abuse
seeing violence at home or in
the community
not having a safe place to live
living through a disaster

Is this the first time you thought
of these experiences as types of
trauma?

Has your child experienced more
than one type of trauma?

How do these experiences help
you understand your child’s
behaviors?

Reflect and Write:
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Some trauma has a clear start and end, like
a car accident or one act of violence.

Because there is a clear story, it can be easier
to understand what happened and start to
heal.

Complex trauma often happens slowly over time.

It can become part of a child’s daily life and
growth.

Sometimes there is no clear moment or memory. The trauma can feel
like it is part of who the child is or how they see the world.

Trauma happens when a child goes through something that makes
them feel ___________ and __________, like they might get hurt 

or _________.

Complete the Quote:

How might trauma affect different parts of your child’s development?

Use the boxes below to write your thoughts or examples for each area.

Activity:

Brain

Biology

Behavior

Body

Beliefs
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Trauma can change how a child’s body, brain, and behavior work.

But complex trauma is different.
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Seven Core Issues in
Permanency

(Roszia & Maxon, 2019)

Roszia and Maxon talk about seven big feelings in adoption or
guardianship. These feelings happen for kids, birth families, and the
families raising the child. The feelings may look different for each person,
but they all matter. Talking about these feelings can help us understand
each other and start to heal.

Key Concept:
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These are big feelings many adopted kids and parents have.



Think about how each issue might show up at different ages:

Young kids (ages 3–10)
 Write an example of what they might say, feel, or do.

Teenagers (ages 11–young adult)
 Write an example of what they might say, feel, or do.

Activity:

Loss Rejection

Shame &
Guilt Grief
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Identity Intimacy (Closeness)

Mastery and
Control

Have you had a hard time with any of these issues as an adoptive or SPC
caregiver?
How did it feel? What happened?
If not, how do you think one of these issues might show up later?

Write your thoughts below:

Reflect and Write:
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Activity

Positive Experiences 
don’t erase the hard or painful things your child has been through, but

they can help your child feel stronger, more hopeful, and more
connected to others.

Circle 2–3 things from the list above that your child already shows.
What are you doing that helps this happen?

•feeling able to talk to your family about
your emotions

•feeling your family stood by you during
difficult times

•enjoying participation in community
traditions

•feeling a sense of belonging in school

feeling supported by friends

having at least two non-parent
adults who take a genuine
interest in you

feeling safe and protected by an
adult in your home

Choose one thing you want to do more at home.
What is one small way you could try this in the next week?

Example: “Have dinner together without screens” or “Ask one feelings
question at bedtime.”

Key Concept:
Positive Childhood Experiences (PCEs) help kids feel safe, loved, and
strong. These good things don’t have to be big, they can be small
moments that happen every day. Look at the list below and think about
how you can help your child have more of these in their life.
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Learn how healthy relationships
help a child grow
Talk about birth family
connections and adoption info
Learn how parents stay calm
during strong feelings “shark
music”

Attachment is a
strong bond
between a

parent and child.
It lasts over time
and helps a child
learn to trust and

have close
relationships.

Objectives:

AGPT SESSION 3 

Key Concept:
A strong attachment happens
when a caregiver meets a
baby’s needs. This means
giving care and comfort,
especially when the baby is
upset or needs help.

Fill in the Blanks:
A child's attachment system kicks in when
they are 

Reflection Question:

What can make a baby feel upset
and need comfort?

What could be happening in the
caregiver’s life that makes it hard to
help the baby?
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Attachment can change over
time.

Activity
Draw a line to match each group of traits with the correct attachment style.

•has a healthy
relationship with at
least one caregiver

•trusts that the
caregiver will meet

their needs

•turns to caregiver
for comfort

•struggles in
relationship

•push/pull relational
dynamic

•Avoidant, Cactus
Child

•Anxious, Velcro
Child

What do you think your attachment style was like when you were growing up? Has it
changed as you’ve gotten older or become a parent? If so, how?

Reflective Question:
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Key Concept:
Parents may notice attachment wounds in three areas:

How the brain grows
How emotions develop
How the child controls behavior

Write the main effects you see in each area in the boxes below.

Brain
Development

Emotional
Development

Self
Regulation

Some children who have been hurt only need a little
help to feel safe with others. Other children need more
time, therapy, and support. They might always find
relationships a bit harder. But there is hope. Your child
can heal and grow with your care and support.

Test Your Knowledge:
Self-regulation means managing your feelings, thoughts, and actions, even
when things are hard. It helps you reach goals and make good choices.
Self-regulation can be built by:

Being comforted, calmed, and cared for again and again by someone safe, who the child
trusts.

Fussing at the child and reminding them that they are not doing a good job.

Harsh punishment.
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STAYING IN
CONTACT WITH
BIRTH FAMILY
For many adoptive families, staying in touch
with a child’s birth family can feel confusing or
hard. Still, keeping connections with birth
families, communities, and cultures can really
help children.

These relationships are not always easy. With
planning, effort, and clear, caring boundaries,
birth parents, adoptive parents, and the child
can all benefit.

What thoughts do you have when you think about your child seeing or talking
with their birth family? What feelings come up for you?

Reflective Questions:

How could staying connected with their birth family help your child
understand more about who they are?

How could staying in touch or sharing information about your child’s birth
family help your relationship with your child?
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WEB RESOURCES FOR TALKING ABOUT ADOPTION

Talking to Your Child About Adoption (Adoption Council Advocate No. 42)
This article shows how parents can talk honestly about adoption as kids grow.

 Kids may ask where they came from or about their birth parents.
 The goal is to give clear answers and make them feel safe.

https://adoptioncouncil.org/publications/adoption-advocate-no-42/

Sharing Difficult Details with Your Child (Adoptive Families)
This guide helps parents talk about the hard parts of adoption, like why a child was

placed or past challenges. It gives tips on when to start and how to explain things in a
comforting, age-appropriate way.

https://www.adoptivefamilies.com/talking-about-adoption/sharingdifficult-
adoption-stories/reading

Positive Adoption Conversations (TCJFS PDF)
This PDF gives parents tips for many kinds of talks about adoption.

 It suggests starting early, even when the child is a baby, so talking about adoption
feels normal.

 The main idea is: “Tell them early and often.”

https://www.tcjfs.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05
/positiveadoptionconversations.pdf

A 2019 study found that kids who learned they were adopted
before age 3, so early that they felt like they had “always

known”, had better outcomes than those who found out later
in life. (Baden et al., 2019)

Young Children’s Books about
Adoption

""A Mother for Choco" by Keiko Kasza – A
sweet story about a little bird looking for a
mom. When he finds Mrs. Bear, he learns that
love, not looks, makes a family.

“Yes, I’m Adopted!" by Sharlie Zinniger – Told
from a child’s view, this book helps adopted
kids feel proud and confident. The language
is positive, clear, and easy to understand. 

“Tell Me Again About the Night I Was
Born" by Jamie Lee Curtis – A funny and
touching story about the night a family
comes together through adoption. It
reminds children how loved and wanted
they are.
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The Circle of Security talks about something called “shark music.” This is when something
happening right now seems scary or upsetting because of things from our past. It’s like an
alarm going off inside us, even though there’s no real danger.

Think about the movie Jaws: people are swimming in calm water and everything looks fine.
But then the scary music starts, dun-dun dun-dun, and suddenly you feel nervous, even
though nothing bad is happening. That’s what “shark music” feels like inside us.

In parenting, shark music happens when your child does something normal, like crying,
saying no, or pulling away, but it brings up old uncomfortable feelings or memories.

Maybe big feelings weren’t okay when you were a child, or maybe you were always expected
to obey. So when your child shows strong feelings, your “shark music” starts playing. 

You might feel angry, anxious, or panicky, not because of your child, but because of what it
brings up inside you.

Understanding shark music helps you pause and think, “This feeling is about me. My child
isn’t the real problem. I need to calm down so I can respond in a way that helps, not hurts.”

What is Shark Music? 

Circle the emotions, behaviors or attitudes your child displays that bring up
your “shark music”, or trigger an intense reaction in you.

Deep Dive Activity:

Anger

Disappointment

Fear

Sadness

Defiance

Jealousy

Embarrassment Hopelessness

Overconfidence

Worry

Withdrawn/Quietness

Over-the-top silliness

Neediness/Clinginess

Disrespect Dishonesty

Indifference, or an “I don’t care”
attitude

Complaining

Hopelessness
Feeling Rejected 

Slow to respond or understand
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Choose one of the emotions, behaviors or 
attitudes you circled and write it in the shark:

Take a moment to reflect and write:

Where might that reaction come from? Could it be your own experiences, how your
parents parented you, a deeply held value, fear, or belief? Reflect and write.

What are some strategies or tools you can use to pause, get regulated and
respond in a way that helps your child in changing their behavior the next time
your “shark music” is playing?

Deep Dive Activity (cont.):

When your child shows this emotion, what happens inside you?
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Learn about therapeutic
parenting
Find ways to help your child heal
Explore the Therapeutic Web: get
support from self-care and your
community

1. Why can it be hard for parents to
change how they take care of their child?

A. It costs more money
B. It means changing old habits and ways
of thinking
C. It only works for some ages
D. You have to do it with a professional

2. Why might usual parenting ways not
work as well for a child who has gone
through trauma or loss?

A. Trauma or loss can change how the
child reacts to rules
B. The child just likes different parenting
C. The techniques are too strict
D. The child is too young to understand
instructions

3. How can you give yourself the best
chance to succeed when trying
therapeutic parenting for the first time?

A. Stay calm and remember your child
needs time to heal
B. Never show feelings
C. Take away all rules
D. Only use rewards and punishments

4. What can help you do a better job
when changing how you parent?

A. Sticking only to old habits
B. Staying open and asking for help
C. Expecting big changes right away
D. Giving up because the child will never
change

Objectives:

As adoptive or
guardianship

parents, you often
need to parent in a
way that helps your
child heal from past
hurts....this is called

therapeutic
parenting.

AGPT SESSION 4 

Changing how you parent can be
hard. You may need to let go of old
habits or ideas that used to work.

What helped other kids might not
work for a child who has been through
trauma or loss.

Learning new ways to parent takes
practice and patience.

It can feel overwhelming at first. It
takes time, flexibility, and support to
help your child feel safe, connected,
and ready to grow.

Test Your Knowledge:
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Key Concept:
High structure means giving kids clear rules, guidance, and supervision. Too
much unplanned time can feel unsafe, so a flexible schedule and close adult
help are important.

High nurture means showing care and connection along with rules.
Parents build strong relationships, show kindness, and offer comfort, even
when kids misbehave.

High 
Structure

High 
Nurture

What daily routines make your child feel safe, and how can you
make them stronger?
Where in your day could you give your child more clear rules or
expectations?
How can you watch over your child in a way that fits their
needs but doesn’t feel controlling?

How do you usually show care and love to your child? How
could you do it more?
When your child is upset or acting out, what helps you respond
with understanding?
What is one new way you could connect with your child this
week?
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Parenting is like building a house.

In most families, you start by thinking about
the rooms, the furniture, and how it will
look.

In therapeutic parenting, you start at the
bottom. You build the foundation first.

The foundation is helping your child feel
safe, feel close to you, and learn how to
calm their big feelings.

If the foundation is not strong, the house will
not be steady, no matter how nice it looks.
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Changing to a therapeutic
parenting style can be hard.
 Focusing on changing three

ways of thinking can give you
a good place to start.

1.All behavior, including misbehavior is ____________

2.Misbehavior can be connected to the way the
________________ and _____________ respo
________________. 

3.Misbehavior is often a lack of __________ not
__________. 

            
(Ablon, 2018)

Fill in the Blanks:

For kids with trauma and loss, 

being safe & feeling safe 
are not the same.

What is happening
inside the body

 How the child
notices and reacts

to the world around
them

What is happening
in relationships

Key Concept:
People are always noticing signs of danger without thinking, the brain is always
looking for danger (neuroception). Kids who have faced neglect, abuse, chaos,
substance exposure, or other trauma can be extra sensitive.

They might think things are scary or dangerous, even when they are safe. These are
the areas they are “scanning”:
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Building Felt Safety 
Therapeutic parents know that to help a child feel safe, they need to pay

attention to what is hard for that child.

For example, if a child is bothered by loud noises, strong smells, or
crowded places, a trip to an amusement park can feel like too much, even

if it sounds fun to other people.

When this happens, therapeutic parents plan ahead. They might make a
backup plan, bring things that help the child calm down, or wait until the

child is ready and has the skills for a big trip.

What situations or places usually overwhelm your child?
How can you notice the signs before it gets too hard for them?

Reflective Questions:

What ways or tools have you used to help your child feel safe in hard
situations?
How well did they work?

How can you get ready before hard situations?
What backup plans or support can help make them go better for your
child and family?
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Regulate

Explain the following in your own words:

The brain grows from the bottom up.

The survival part of the brain controls basic
body functions, like breathing and staying
safe. 

The thinking part of the brain helps with
learning, problem-solving, and making good
choices. 

Trauma, neglect, stress, or being exposed to drugs or alcohol before birth can hurt the survival
part of the brain. This can make it harder for kids to handle their feelings, get along with
others, and learn new things.

The first step is to help them feel safe and calm through their body and senses. Things like
using a weighted blanket, swinging, walking, jumping, hugging, or taking deep breaths can
help.

Many hard behaviors happen when the survival part of the brain is upset. Talking, lecturing, or
threats don’t help during a meltdown. Kids need to feel calm and safe before they can think
clearly and make good choices.

Being Brain Wise

Relate

Reason

(Perry & Winfrey, 2021)

When something scary or stressful happens, the brain’s alarm system
turns on. This can make it hard for your child to stay calm or make good

choices, even if they want to.
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When my son was a preschooler, he had a big
meltdown in the grocery store. 

As he lay kicking and screaming, I used every
parenting technique I had been taught. I redirected,
ignored, counted to 10, calmly explained the
consequences of his actions, firmly explained the
consequences of his actions, then angrily told him he
was making me sad and that I was very disappointed
in him. 

Nothing worked and I finally picked him up, and left
the store in a huff.

“As I described the situation to his therapist,
complaining that my 4-year-old child with a history of
neglect and food insecurity, just didn’t respond to
reason,” the wise clinician placed her hand on top of     
mine and replied, “Yes, that’s true, but remember, you can’t teach a drowning child how to
swim.” 

SWIMMING LESSONS IN THE
CEREAL AISLE:

LESSONS FROM LIVED EXPERIENCE

(Douglas, 2021, p.4)

Have you ever been in a situation where a child’s behavior felt “defiant,” but
later you realized it was a stress response?

Reflective Questions:

She explained that what looked like a defiant meltdown was really my son’s stress system
going into alarm mode. Being told no made him afraid his needs would not be met.

I learned that talking, explaining, or giving consequences would not work in that moment.

Before a child can think clearly, the survival part of the brain must calm down first.

28



How does the saying ‘you can’t teach a drowning child to swim’ help us
understand what happens when a child who has experienced trauma is
upset or stressed?

Reflective Questions (cont.):

What are some ways you can help a child regulate before addressing their
behavior?

How might a child’s past experiences with neglect, hunger, or fear influence
how they react to being told “no”?

Think about the story above.
How could you help the child calm their body first (Regulate)?
How could you connect so they feel safe and understood (Relate)?
After that, how could you talk about what happened and what to do next
(Reason)?

Write your ideas in the figure below.

Regulate Relate Reason

Practical Application:

(Perry & Winfrey, 2021)
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Take a SEAT to see a change.

1 .  S E L F - R E G U L A T E

Ask yourself:
How am I feeling right now?
What is my body telling me?
Can I stay calm and connected with my child?
If not, who can help me?

If you are alone, it’s okay to take a short break to calm down.

Remind Yourself:
 Better choices can only happen when my child is calm.
I don’t have to teach the lesson right now.

Ask Yourself:
 What can I do to help my child calm down and feel
regulated?

4.) TEACH NEW OR BETTER  SKILLS

Remind Yourself:
 Learning can only happen when both you and your
child are calm.

Ask Yourself:
 How can I help my child learn new and better skills?

Discipline can be very hard when parenting a child who has experienced trauma.

Kids need adults to think before reacting if they are going to help behavior change.
By slowing down and “taking a S.E.A.T.,” you can stay calm, stay connected, and help your child
learn better ways to behave.

Ask yourself:
How can I show my child I am with them, even
when they are upset?
How can I work with my child to help them make a
better choice right now?

3. ASSIST WITH REGULATION

2 .  E X H I B I T  E M P A T H Y

(Douglas, 2016)
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Key Concept:
Kids need more than just their adoptive or SPC family to grow and do well, they
need a whole community of caring adults.

Friends, schools, faith groups, extended family, and support programs can all
be part of what Dr. Bruce Perry calls the therapeutic web.
This web is a group of people and help that make children feel safe, steady,
and connected as they heal and grow.

Add the people and help in your therapeutic web to the graphic below.
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Parents raising children with developmental,
behavior, or learning challenges often feel a lot of
stress. This stress can affect both their body and
their mind.

One study in Britain found these parents had more
stress in their bodies linked to health problems like
heart disease and diabetes.

Because of this, parents were more likely to feel
anxious or depressed, have trouble sleeping, and
feel tired most of the time.

(Child Mind Institute, n.d.)

How are you currently caring for your physical health?

Caring for your child takes energy and patience, but you can’t pour from an empty cup. 
On the next page, is a quick quiz listing common signs you might need to step up your self-care.

As you go through it, notice which signs feel familiar. 
They might be your body and mind’s way of telling you it’s time to make yourself a priority.

How are you currently caring for your emotional health?
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Constant exhaustion:  Feeling tired all the time, even after a full night’s sleep.

Short temper: Snapping at your child, partner, or others more than usual.

Loss of joy:  Activities you used to enjoy now feel like chores.

Emotional numbness: Feeling detached or “shut down” emotionally.

Frequent illness: Getting sick often due to stress wearing down your system.

Difficulty concentrating: Struggling to stay focused or make decisions.

Withdrawing from others: Avoiding friends, family, or support networks.

Feeling hopeless: Thinking “nothing will change” or “I can’t keep doing this”.

Neglecting your own needs: Skipping meals, sleep, or medical appointments.

Overreacting to small problems: Minor issues feel overwhelming 
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What drains your energy? 
Can you ask for help or get support from someone in your therapeutic
web?

What increases your energy? How can you bring more of this into your daily
life?

Activity

FINDING BALANCE AS
AN ADOPTIVE/
GUARDIAN PARENT
As an adoptive or SPC family, it’s important to look
at your daily responsibilities. Compare them to the
emotional, money, time, and energy help you have.

Ask yourself: Does this feel balanced?

When raising a child who has experienced trauma,
you might need to change your expectations or
lifestyle. What worked before might not work now,
and that’s okay.

Making changes can help your child and also help
you take care of yourself.
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Harmony Family Center supports adoptive and
guardian families wherever they live. Tennessee
residents may access our therapeutic Adoption
Support and Preservation (ASAP) program, and
those outside the state can explore online
resources, trainings, reading lists, and additional
supports on our website.
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