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)(DHS el TR tEukeagesy Information Memorandum

Children, Adults and Families Transmittal
Lois A. Day, Administrator
Office of Safety & Permanency for Children Number: CW-IM-10-021
Authorized Signature Issue Date: 11/15/2010

Topic: Adoptions
Subject: Voluntary Placement of Newborns with Private Adoption Agencies

Applies to (check all that apply):

[ ] All DHS employees [ ] County Mental Health Directors
[ ] Area Agencies on Aging [ ] Health Services
[] Children, Adults and Families [ ] Seniors and People with Disabilities

[] County DD Program Managers [X] Other (please specify): Child Welfare

Message: This IM is intended to clarify practice regarding voluntary placement of
newborns directly with licensed, private adoption agencies by birth parents when there
are known protective services concerns for the infant. This information will address
roles and responsibilities of Department Child Protective Services (CPS) caseworkers
and private adoption agency staff in the decision making processes that surround
voluntary adoption, as well as the family dynamics and circumstances necessary in

applicable cases.

The process is intended to effectively and efficiently assist birth parents managing their
child’s safety and planning for their child’s permanency through adoption and, in doing
so, promote openness in adoptions and prevent the conflict and stress that
accompanies case conclusions other than family preservation or reunification.

Allowing voluntary placement of newborns for private adoption consequently
empowers parents to make decisions for their baby and is in the best interest of the

child.

Department Child Protective Services caseworkers will be expected comply with all
policy expectations of I-AB.4 CPS Assessment, including ICWA requirements. In
addition, caseworkers shall take the following actions:

- Determine Case Eligibility:
1. Birth parents who have legal custody of a child 18 months of age or younger and

one of the following applies:
a) The birth parent has begun the adoption process with a private, licensed
adoption agency prior to being contacted by CPS and expresses a desire

to CPS to continue the adoption process.




b) The birth parent, after being contacted by CPS, expresses a desire to
explore adoption for their child and the least intrusive plan to manage the
child’'s safety would require out of home placement.

2. When safety can be managed through placement pending finalization of the
adoption.

3. Prior to establishment of wardship.

4. Approval required from the local child welfare program manager.

- Obtain Releases of Information: When a birth parent informs the Department that
they have begun the adoption process, would like to begin the adoption process or
would like information about the adoption process, the Department agrees to obtain
releases of information.

- Immediately contact the identified adoption agency.

- Assure child safety in the absence of filing a petition and prior to establishing
wardship. When filing a petition is necessary to assure child safety, a petition
will be filed.

- Arrange for the birth parents to sign consents releasing temporary custody to the
adoption agency, if this has not been done.

- Conclude child welfare legal involvement when birth parents:

e Sign consents giving temporary custody to the adoption agency and the agency
makes the private placement. In these cases, there must be a previously
identified adoptive family.

e Allow the newborn to remain hospitalized or be placed temporarily with relatives,
kith or kin, while the birth parents make arrangements with the adoption agency
to place the child for adoption. In these cases, there must be no dependency
petition.

Generally, CPS can expect private adoption agencies to do the following:
e Provide information to the Department and the birth parents about the process
for the specific family.
o Arrange for open post-adoptive relationships between the mother, father and
their child appropriate.
¢ Notify the Department when a placement disrupts.

If you have any questions about this information, contact:

Contact(s): | Carla Crane, Assistant Manager, Adoptions Program
Gail Schelle, Assistant Manager Adoptions Program

Phone: | 503-945-5998 Fax: | 503-945-6633

503-945-5997

E-mail: | Carla.Crane@state.or.us

Gail A. Schelle@state.or. us




Collaborative Relationship Between
DHS and Open Adoption & Family Services

I. Responding to Child Safety:

A. The DHS Hotline responds to public calls of child abuse/neglect. For each call CPS receives, a screening process
begins. DHS makes a determination whether or not to conduct an assessment of the family and a report is
written.

B. In many cases, following the screening a CPS caseworker will conduct a safety assessment. After an assessment is
completed, CPS and law enforcement staff decides (with family assistance, if possible) if the child can safely remain
at home. DHS has the authority to remove a child from the home if the child is in immediate danger of abuse.

C. DHS must request a shelter hearing within 24 hours when a child has been removed from the care of their parent
and placed in protective custody. A subsequent hearing is held to consider the facts of the child abuse assessment.
Additional hearings are held if the court determines a child needs its protection.

2. Collaboration Process:

If the mom plans an adoption with Open Adoption & Family Serves (OAS&FS) at birth, prior to DHS establishing
wardship, OA&FS would complete the adoption according to our protocol.

If she plans an adoption with OA&FS after DHS establishes wardship the DHS caseworker, the birthmom, the OA&FS
representative and the adoptive parents would go before a judge. The wardship would be transferred to OA&FS, the
birthparent signs the consents and OA&FS places the child with the adoptive family.

. DHS would only search for a suitable relative to adopt the child, if DHS has custody of the child. If the mom wants to
make (or has made) a reasonable adoption plan prior to wardship, the relative rule doesn't apply. Even after wardship,
the relative rule doesn’t apply if the mom is actively engaged in a reasonable adoption plan and a judge transfers the
wardship from DHS to OA&FS.

3. DHS’ Collaborative Relationship with OA&FS (sample scenarios):

First time pregnancy for mom (no prior DHS involvement). Due to risk factors during pregnancy: drug or alcohol use,
homelessness, domestic violence, mental illness or baby tests positive for drugs at birth, DHS is notified by a mandatory
reporter. If birthmom has contacted us and is actively planning an adoption, allow her to work with us.

Mom has had previous involvement with DHS regarding older children and DHS is aware of her current pregnancy. If
during the CPS assessment a safety plan is put in place and mom wants to plan an adoption through us, please allow it.
At this point the baby is either in the hospital or with a safe relative who is not interested in adopting.

. Mom has given birth and taken the baby home. The Healthy Families worker is concerned about her ability to care for
the child and contacts DHS. If the child is under the age of 1.5 years, and the mom would like to plan an adoption with
us, please allow her to do so.

Relative Rule clarification, Nov. 2013

Although the memo specifically refers to voluntary placement, it refers to voluntary placement with the adoption agency,
not DHS. 413-070-0069 Responsibilities to Identify Relatives and Persons with a Caregiver Relationship, are both
referring to voluntary placement and voluntary custody with DHS. Since the voluntary placement is with the
adoption agency, our rules do not apply.

Maurita Johnson
Deputy Child Welfare Director
503-947-1135
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OPEN ADOPTION™
& FAMILY SERVICES =8

le'

'

YOU WILL
ALWAYS BE

IMPORTANT IN YOUR

CHILD’S LIFE.

At OA&FS you'll be treated with dignity and
respect as you explore all of your options.
We're here to listen and support you.

e You're the most qualified person to choose
adoptive parents for your child. We have
a large diverse pool of 65-85 carefully
screened families, or you can come to us with
an adoptive family you've already chosen.

My oldest daughter was adopted by

e You and the adoptive parents create a the greatest couple on earth. | had
legally enforceable agreement for ongoing . .
visits. The average number of visits is three an amazing experience and felt heard
ol fiour pEfyean and HOHSn SlowS oM and valued. | never felt like | lost her.

there —much like extended family.
— OA&FS Birthmother
e OAG&FS adoptions are truly open. Our
adoptive parents genuinely want to build a
friendship with you. You and the adoptive

parents create a natural lifelong relationship Make Your Open AdOptiOn
that will meet your child’s ongoing needs. Vision a Reality. ;

e You'll connect with other birthparents. @ Call 1-800-772-1115 Anytime

Through retreats, workshops and gatherings ; 3 4 =
in our open adoption community. D Text “open” to 971-266-0924

e Wel'll be there for you. We provide open Online Contact Form: op enado ."_' 2

adoption services to you throughout the life @ Para Espafiol 1-800-985-6763
of your adoption — free of charge.




OAG&FS ADOPTIONS
/ARE UNIQUE;,

. YOU.

"Open Adoption” means different things to different people. At OA&FS it means you'll have a lifelong
relationship with your child and the adoptive family. When comparing services offered by agencies,

facilitators, and/or attorneys, you'll want answers to these important questions:

[
| | B g 5
| wl E | il
| & Q ol9 & | 2
I, ) E | o w) z < wn 4 Py
2B £ 2 B Z 2B |F
0|2 0| S %5 © % 0
| | ‘ |
- . [ | '
Am | the deciding | Canlreadthe — jigirg | Willvsits continue unti
voice in all the details | adoptive parents | | I e 2
| ) . | | the child is an adult’ -
| of my adoption? | ‘ J homestudies?
|
_ = | — _—
Do | get free counseling 4 y Dg= yo.urpool If 've already found an )
| | include a selection of same sex . f
and support for the [ h adoptive family, can you
. ! [ | couples and single parents as ,
life of my adoption? | A 3 work with us?
_ _ ' well as married couples?
Will there be a b
Is pregnancy-related ' | legally enforceable open / How many open adoptions 2
financial support / ' adoption agreement , | with ongoing visits have pe
available? that outlines number I | you completed? g
| [ | _ of ongoing visits? (o}
| . | | £
Boite a.doptlve ) l , . i How long have you S
parents genuinelywanta | What is the average (@] -
: . ki | .. =t been providing fully open w
lifelong relationship with me | | | number of visits per year? o | ) . @)
: e | adoption services? -
that includes ongoing visits? | [ I =
= |
Will | have a large pool f;: | Can I visit my child and the b Do you have Spanish- |
of qualified families = adoptive family without speaking Counselors and 4/
to choose from? et} agency supervision? | materials in Spanish?
>

. OPEN ADOPTION & FAMILY S

#1-800-772-1115

TEXT “OPEN" TO 971-266-0924 (M-F 9A-5P PST). PARA ESPAN




IN OPEN
ADOPTION,

EVERY VOICE IS

HEARD ol NN
@ Teo deserved to have a chance at a very

safe and loving life, and open adoption was
absolutely the best choice, especially because
we would be able to know each other.

Adapte® Fin with
Birthfather Garrett.

o, W

ti'.

When my girlfriend found out she was oy Tmceyj } mo gﬂ:nﬁgﬂ‘g{’j
pregnant, she had three choices - parenting, e AL o
abortion or adoption. But I had two choices:
to be involved or not be involved. | chose My relationship with Paul and Tracey
to be involved in Fin’s life and it was the is absolutely amazing. It's like having

best decision | could have made! the best friends you could ask for.



IN OPEN
ADOPT|ON

My birthparents are a huge part of my life. | visit
them and we talk and they're great role models
for me. I really respect what they've done and
the choices they've made in their lives.

Every time we visit with birthparents Misty " Birthmother Taylor
and Bryan we can see that they still care about o ,V::th?erf'rth oo
Preston very much, and light up when they see '

him. They really did this from a place of love Every year we grow closer as a family, and | am
themselves, and that makes me feel good that forever indebted to the adoptive parents for the
they made the best choice for them. constant love and support they have provided.

OPEN ADOPTION & FAMILY SERVICES

¥ 1-800-772-1115 OPENADC

TEXT “OPEN" TO 971-266-0924 (M-F 9A-5P PS'n PARA ESPANO
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There are significant
differences between
OA&FS and state
adoptions.
TIMELIKE

2 DHS adoption process
— takes approximately
three years.

OA&FS can plan an -
adoption within a few -
mmE
-

days with trained families =
who are ready to adopt. LN

FOSTER GARE

The agency places the 8 8 DHS children often have
\NQ/

child directly with the prolonged stays in foster
adoptive family. care prior to adoption.

AGOPTION CONSENTS

Voluntary Involuntary

relinquishment. P relinquishment in a
v

combative, expensive
CHOOSING A FAMILY

court process.
A family is chosen on

Birthparents select a

family after reading Rﬁﬂ a child’s behalf behind
extensive information closed doors.
about them. ﬁ

ONGOING RELATIONSHIP

Adoptive parents have no
open adoption training, and
no incentive to include

the birthparents who fade
away unless the caseworker
supports openness.

Birthparents meet

and form a lifelong
relationship with the

adoptive family.

ONGOING VISITS CONTRACT

Birthparents have access Few birthparents have
to a legally enforceable /\ an agreement for visits,
contract for ongoing

Ln_] which isn't enforceable.
visits, averaging 3-4

"™ ONGUING RGENCY SERVICES

No ongoing counseling
or relationship support.

Provides lifelong

relationship guidance @

and adoption-related
counseling

BIRTHPARENT OUTCOMES

They feel heard and
valued.They have a @
lifelong relationship

process leaves them
with their child and /e e

OUTGOMES FOR CHILD

Value that their Struggle with
birthparents stayed in lifelong issues and
their lives. Have high 0 "@‘ feel abandoned by
self-esteem and strong m birthparents.
sense of identity.

ADOPTIVE FAMILY OUTCOMES

Welcome the

An adversarial
and humiliating

Feel unsupported, fear

birthparents, include the birthparents,and
them as part of their struggle with how to
extended family. help their child.

COST T0 TAXPRAYERS

No cost to taxpayers. Rising costs for foster
care, court process
and preventative and

treatment services for
traumatized kids.

Our unique collaborative relationship with DHS,

In 2010, OA&FS presented this solution to DHS and we forged a collaborative relationship that has thrived.
When high risk moms learn about our pre-emptive alternative to state adoption, it becomes a feasible option
for them. Maybe they have had previous children removed by the state and they're pregnant again; this time
they want to plan an open adoption instead. Maybe due to the chronic nature of the challenges they face,
open adoption becomes a viable choice for them. Maybe they know that adoption will be in their future and

they want an adoption through which they’ll have a voice in the planning process and an active role in their
child’s life. Through OA&FS, this empowering model is available to them.

Now, DHS workers and service providers, who work with high risk moms throughout the state refer
expectant parents to us routinely. They've seen the process unfold and are pleased by how well it meets the
ongoing needs of birthparents and their kids. However, there needs to be more widespread information about

and access to this successful alternative.

Page 4



bl N BB Christine and
—— her siblings were
glven a way out of the state system. They grew

up with the security of caring families. Christine was adapted
through OA&FS at age three; she is now a 25-year old engaging
and thoughtful young woman. Before her placement she lived
with her birthparents, who struggled with addiction, and then
in a foster home for 10 months. The first time she met her
adoptive parents, Susan and Erik, she ran to them with arms
wide open saying “New mommy dad!”. As Erik says from
that point forward, they never let go. Within a year Christine’s
sister, Jamie, then six months old joined them. Christine deeply
appreciates how open, non-judgmental and unconditionally
loving her parents have always been as they guided the girls

“My name is Chris

and T'am a birthfather. I was
24 years old when I found out that I was
going to be a father. The news had me so excited that I

began to forget who I was. I was quickly falling into the world
of drugs and ending up in and out of jail for reasons I wish
not Lo explain. I was overjoyed when I found out that we were
going to be expecting a son. Shortly after finding out our
baby’s sex, his mother informed me that she wanted to place
him for adoption.

Growing up in the foster system, I was scared because of
everything that I went through. When I then found out that
it was going to be open adoption through Open Adoption
& Family Services, I felt somewhat relieved. During the
pregnancy I always promised my child that he would have

a better life than I had. I didn’t want to lose my son so I
convinced his mom to try and co-parent, but would keep an
open mind about adoplion if we were unable to.

Everything was going wonderful for the most part. We chose
approximately eight families that we were comfortable with if

through the placement of two more birth siblings in other OA&FS
families, the death of their birthmom and the ongoing relationship
with their birthfather. This has spanned joyous times when

their extended birth and adoptive families celebrated holidays
together, and tender times as Christine has navigated her sibling
relationships as an adult. Christine says that open adoption has
taught her “there are no limits to how much love you can give and
receive”. Watch Christine’s story at http://bit.ly/2e83Qm].

Christine completed an internship with OA&FS for her Child
and Family Studies program at Portland State University. We are
honored to have Christine join us on her path to becoming a
social worker. Shed like to volunteer for CASA someday so she
can advocale [or kids who are vulnerable and in (ransition, like
she once was.

Meet Birthfather

i

we decided to go through with the open adoption, but out of these
only two families were willing adopt our son, due to us having
mental disabilities. Then one day I got a call no father wanted
to hear. My son's mother had preeclampsia and they were going
to have to induce [abor about 27 days early. I was scared beyond
belief. On November 23, 2009 she gave birth to a very healthy
baby boy. It was love at first sight.

The next day was the worst day that ever happened to me. Child
Protective Services came to the hospital. They began to use every
mistake we had ever made in our past against us. So we made
the decision to call our adoption counselor at Open Adoption &
Farnily Services and let her know everything that was going on
with CPS.

We made the decision Lo go with the open adoption and gave

her the name of the family we were most comfortable with. The
next day we met the wonderful parents. We were overjoyed when
they agreed to work with us on naming our son. We named

him Tristen. Today he is a thriving six-year-old big brother to a
beautiful baby sister. I have never regretted our decision to give

our son a better life”
Page 7



Pregnant?

You have choices.

OPEN ADOPTlﬁN
ALTERNATIVE

TO STATE ADOPTION.

If you struggle with
issues related to:

e« Mental Health « Homelessness
e Addiction « Domestic Violence
» Incarceration e Or Other Challenges

¥ You may be at risk of child
welfare involvement which
could include your child
being placed in foster care.

It's important to carefully
consider your options:

REUNIFICATION
STATE ADOPTION

Open Adoptlon & Famlly Ser\nces,. 3 E
wecanhelp. ;

» You access free services and resources.
* You make an informed choice. (A
* You are supported no matter what you decide.

Your voice matters;.; i

Don't give up on having
a lifelong relationship
with your child.

“TALK TO A COUNSELOR 24/7
1-800-772-1115 5

OPEN ADOPTION |
& FAMILY SERVICES |

OPENADOPT.ORG 1-800-772-11158
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‘Hospitious dads and supportive birth family
unite three siblings through open adoption.

by Shari Levine

We recently checked  Tell the story of your first adoption. VWhat were
in on Brady and memorable moments of feeling empathy for and

BEiSr OR&ES connecting with Sharene!
adoptive parents
extraordinaire. Brady PETER. We first met Sharene about four or five months before

is on the OA&FS Finn was born, We had a great first meeting, we just talked and
talked and talked and got to know her really well.

BRADY. Well, you talked.

PETER. Yeah. (Smiles.)

BRADY. I couldn’t really talk during most of it.

PETER. You were kind of emotional.

BRADY. A little emotional.

BOTH. (Laughs.)

PETER. She was very honest. She told her whole life story
basically in that first meeting and how Finn came to be. We really
appreciated that. And then over the next four months we met with
her and talked about naming the baby, and how we wanted him to
grow up. We wenl to her prenatal appointments and were there at
the hospital when Finn was born, which was pretty amazing.
BRADY. We spent about four days in the hospital with Sharene and
really got to know her and bond with her and our new little family

Board of Directors
and often shares their
adoption story at

our seminar. These
are two remarkable
adoptive dads who
have opened their
hearts to Finn and his

big sisters Sophia and
Joanie, as well as their birth families. Read and view their

inspiring story!

Why were you drawn to adopt
through OA&FS

PETER. We liked the open and honest and all together.

transparent quality of the organization and we strongly believe in PETER. You got to cut the cord when Finn was born.

open adoption. We want our kids to know who their birthparents PETER. It was a happy and sad time too because, obviously,
are, have an ongoing relationship with the birthparents as they get  we’re happy this new life came into the world, but it was also sad
older and we don’t really believe in secrets. because Sharene did have to say goodbye to Finn at that time.
BRADY. Open Adoption & Family Services was very open to gays  But we also knew that she would always be in his life. So it was a
and leshians and that obviously was important to us too. bittersweet occasion.

What did you learn in your
preparation to adopt that
serves you now!

BRADY. We learned how important it is

for everybody involved to have an open
adoption; for everyone to have open lines of
communication. It helps not only the birth
family, but also the children as they get older.
They can go back to their birth family and ask
questions and get answers that they need.
PETER. If we have problems, issues or
concerns with Sharene, the birthmom, we can
just lay them out there and she does the same
with us. Sometimes they’re hard discussions
to have but we've had them and continue to P .
have a really good relationship. Watch Video: Brady and Peter's Interview

. continued on Page 2
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. “Hospitious duds” contineed from Page 1 AR
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BRADY. It was scary too because the hospital
just let us take home this brand new baby and
we had no idea what we were doing! T remember
kind of freaking out on the drive home not
knowing what (o do next and not sleeping ul ull

tor the next two days or so.
PETER. Ithink we cried that first night because
we didn’t know whal to do and he wouldn’t

slop crying.

BRADY. | finally called my mom and had her
come over and take care of all of us.

BRADY. A few months later Sharene got married
and I had the honor of giving her away at her
wedding. We had become that close. She really is
part of our family now.

How did you come to adopt
Finn's older sisters?

BRADY. We wanted Finn to know
his older birth sisters so we would
go visit them frequently. Whenever
we'd visit the birthmom we would go to the home that the girls
were living in at the time too. When Finn was almost a year old
the girls got placed
into another foster
home and it became
apparent that they
weren't going to be
adopted so we started
that process. It
took us quite a few
months to get them
but we wanted to

make surce that Finn
and his sisters were
together and kept that
connection.

How old were
Finn’s sisters when
you adopted them?

PETER. Joan had just
turned six and Sophia was three. That’s when they moved in, and

IOp}fid in the é.arden.

Finn was two. And about a year later we adopted then.

BRADY. Tt was a different process. We went through the state to
adopt the girls and it took about 14 months after they moved into
our house, but it look aboul 10 months just to get certified to have
them in our house so it was almost two years from the start of the
process until the adoption was finalized.

BRADY. And with Finn by the time he was four months old the
adoption process was finalized.

Page 2
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Sharexe, Joan, Sophia and Finn on a museum visit.

Did you have any kind of celebration or way to
recognize when your children were officially adopted?

BRADY. With Finn he was so young we didn’t do a big celebration.
But when the girls were adopted we did have an adoption party.
We invited our families over and framed their adoption certificates
and had cake and ice cream.

PETER. It's a totally different process when you adopt kids that

are older. Also with them in the foster care system they have more
issucs. So we've had them in therapy alot and it’s been a long
difficult struggle - and it will continue (o be — but we're still here
and we're still a family.

Please describe your current relationship with
the childrens’

birthmother.
PETER. Sharene

is wonderful, we

have a really good
relationship with her.
She’s like our family.
She has three visits a
year at least where she
sees all three kids. And
she talks on the phone
with them and texts
and sends pictures.
Is just a very honesl
and open and loving
relationship. If there

?mu at fhe beach.

o contimied on Puge 3

are issues or concerns



. “Hospitious dads” continued from Page 2
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- even though
they might be
difficult - we
bring them up
with her and she
does likewise
with us.

BRADY.
Sharene’s been
really great about
introducing us to
other birth family

eler and kids tle t

members too.
Sharene was adopted through open adoption.

PETER. (Her adoption) was through the state foster system.
BRADY. So there’s even more birth family members.

PETER. I’s a very complicated web of family members, but it’s a
good relationship.

How do the kids talk about their relationship with
Sharene with their peers!?

PETER. Ithink I've heard Joanie say, “this is my birthmom
Sharene”. We made life books for the kids, Sophia and Joanie,

so they could understand their path through life starting with
Sharene, and all the foster families pictures and things. They
understand (Sharene’s) their birth mom, but she couldn’t take
care of them. So other people and now we take care of them. They
refer to her as “my birth mommy Sharene” or “Mommy Sharene”.
Sharene is very respectful aboul us being the parents and setling
the rules and raising them. She completely understands and
respects that, I think we both respect each other’s boundaries in
terms ol privacy.

Describe your life as a family now.

BOTH. (Laughs.)

BRADY. I mean, three kids.

PETER. It’s nonstop the moment they get up
until the moment they go to bed. (We have a)
very active household. They're always exploring and
running around and energetic and jumping. We live on a farm, so
they explore outside a lot and play with the animals. We do things
together of course, like any family - vacations and outings and
things like that,

Could you give us a snapshot of what each of your
children is like?

BRADY. Joan is very inquisitive and needs to know everything
about everything. She’s pretty smart, so she can retain that
information.

PETER. She is very extroverted and a social butterfly. A very
intelligent, inquisitive, curious child who’s very active. Though

Page 3

because of all the experiences she’s had, and trauma, she’s had
some issues she’s had to deal with.

BRADY. Sophia is a little princess. Or she likes to think. She’s a
little cutie.

PETER. She loves to play dress up, has an active imagination and
wears her heart on her sleeve. She’s very emotional - you know
when she’s upset, you know when she’s happy, she’s like a volcano,
she erupts!

BOTH. (Laughs.)

PETER. It’s true!

BRADY. Finn is wild.

PETER. We call him Bam-Bam right now because he’s four and is
extremely physical. He runs around, throws, wrestles, but also has
a sweet nurturing side. He’ll go up to kittens and pet them, sees
little babies and pets them.

BRADY. Ie’s a little snuggle bug.

PETER. (Finn) loves to snuggle, all the kids like to cuddle.
BRADY. But then he’ll go rip a door off of its hinges and throw it
at somebody.

PETER. Hopefully he'll grow out of it.

BOTH. (Laughs.)

BRADY. Orwc’ll channel it to some Olympic sporl or something.
Parkour, that's what we're looking at.

Is there anything that you'd like to add?

PETER. (Open adoption is) an ongoing journey, like parenting.
It’s never ending and you never have all the answers, so you just
figure it oul as you go along,

BRADY. It seems Lo always turn oul for Lhe besl. No matter what
the struggles are they always work themselves out. m

Shari Levine is the Executive Director of Open Adoption & Family
Services, and an adoptive parent of two children in open adoptions.



Qirthmother Sharene's story:
“They're the best Daddies ever'.

by Shari
Levine

We first started
working with
Sharenc in
2010, when

she reached
out to QA&FS
as part of our
collaborative
relationship
with Oregon

Department of Human Services. She had - and continues )
to have - a strong vision for her childrens’ lives.
Because of this, she was (eatured in our video
“Open Adoption: An Alternative o Foster Care”,

which chronicles the early stages of Finn’s
adoption. We've kept in touch since then, and
are so grateful to Sharene for continuing to share
her experiences. So often in adoption the focus is on the
moment the baby is placed. Now that her son Finn is four,
Sharene, along with Finn’s Dads Peter and Brady, have a more
evolved open adoption story to tell. Here’s hers.

Why did you choose to plan an
adoption with OA&FS?

T chosce to plan an adoption (or Finn with Open Adoption &
Family Services because I had two older
children, Joan and Sophia, that were placed in
foster care. Given their experience of abuse,
feeling neglecled and unloved and having

to constantly be shuffled back to an abuser’s
home, T didn’t want Finn to go through that.

I wanted him to have a better upbringing - a
good and happy life without fear. Where he
can grow as a normal child and I can still

try and be his mom the best I can. Picking
OA&ES was one of the best things I've

ever done.

What was your experience with
DHS regarding your older daughters
and foster care?

My girls felt unwanted and unloved. They
weren’t happy and would beg to come home

Page 4
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constantly. It was really lough to watch my children go through
that and not be there every day to hold them and tell them it’s okay.
Based upon what happened to my girls, making the decision (to
place in open adoplion) was best for my son. It wasn’t the easiest,
but I knew L was doing the righl thing. Especially afler walching
my daughters being shuffled into another foster home and asking
“Docs anybody love me? Am I wanted?” I say yes, you're wanted.

I want you every day, trust me that. I tell them that all the time. It
was hard.

How did Brady and Peter come to adopt
your older daughters!?

Things went awry in the home where my daughters were supposed
to permanently live. When that family started to break up and
the couple got divorced my girls were removed. Since Brady

and Peter were raising their brother, I had worked hard
with them to have a bond with my girls. Every
time Brady and Peter came to visit me they would

also visit Joan and Sophia. The girls could see their
brother, spend time with him and bond with the whole
family. When I got the call that the girls had been removed,
I immediately called Brady and Peter and told them what was
going on. Brady said, “Let me call Peter. We're going to talk and
we’ll call you back.” And that’s what they did. They stood up
and took my girls, and have been wonderful fathers to them. The
best daddies ever, and great role models. I couldn’t ask for belter
fathers.

-

. continied on Page 5



.. “Shurenc’s story” comtinued from Page -1

What does having an open adoption with

ongoing visits mean to you!

It means that I get to be a part of my kids’ life. T sec them grow
and experience things. I may not get to be there every day, but I
still enjoy being involved through pictures, videos, text messages
and phone calls. I visit my kids every three months and am with
them for a whole day. We go out, have lots of fun and make lots
of memories. We have such a wonderful time. And the bond is
strong. They're always happy and excited to see their mom.

Can you share any memorable moments
of your time together?

Oh, there’s so many! I have great pictures of them playing together,

running around, eating lunch. We go to parks, museums, the zoo,
and have a blast! We just had the time of our lives. When I took
Finn’s biological dad to mect him for the first time it was really

great. We all went to the agency’s main office in Portland and Finn

bonded to his birthfather instantly. It was adorable.

What do you appreciate most about Brady and Peter!

I think most of all the hard work, the dedication, the consideration
that they have for me as well. And the fact that even after adopting

my son, they also took on Joan and Sophia. That never happens.
They have been the childrens’ rock. I don’t think I could ever

be more grateful for two men in my life who have stepped up

to the plate. It really shows what it means to be the world’s
greatest fathers. And they truly are. I made the best decision ever
picking them the day I read their letter. I'still to this day stand
by my words — they are the ones. They've followed through with

everything they’ve said in their letter. They've gone above and
beyond and more. They're just two amazing men. I will forever be
in their debt. They're the reasons my kids are growing up happy,
healthy, and normal children. I couldn’t ask for anything more.

How do you feel when you spend time together?

I feel like we're a family. We get along great, we laugh, we joke. My
relationship with them is amazing. I talk to them constantly. We
text or instant message each other just about every day. Peter is
really awesome about sending me pictures and videos of the kids.
It’s great when 1l be off doing something and my phone buzzes
with a text message from Peter. I'll open it up, and it’s a picture

of the kids or a video of them playing soccer, running their little
hearts out going for the goal. It’s the greatest thing ever.

What are your hopes and dreams for your children in
this open adoption relationship?

That they can see that three different people can work together,
and strive to give them the best that they possibly can. And
know that they are truly loved. And that we truly work and
communicale together for them. The greatest thing is how Brady
and Peter have involved me. There’s never anything I have to
worry about. 'm always right there, even if 'm a couple of miles
away. They're awesome. =

Shari Levine is the Executive Director of Open Adoption & Family
Services, and an adoptive parent of twa children in open adoptions.
Answers were edited for clarity.



A :S’fory of empathy and love.

by Shari Levine

Josh and Matt are natural stewards al open adaptiong te core lenels
of compassion and respect are reflected in their relationships. It's

a worldview that is deeply meaninglul to them. When asked what
inspired this philosophy, Josh said, “My own struggles with my
family - we had a pretty significant falling out over the whole gay
thing. I know what it feels like to be abandoned and lost and not
able Lo gel your head above water. Coming from my own trauma I
am able {o find more compassion

Josh and Matt saw Misty in a sympathetic light and wanted to
connecl witli her and understand her. As they reached out and
created a bridge into her world, they listened to her story and
empathized with the challenges shed faced in her life. “It was our
choice to sit and get to know her. Everybody deserves a chance, and
because we loved the kids we were fostering so much, we wanted

to get to know her and find out where she was coming from. It’s
basic compassion”

for people who have experienced or
are experiencing a trauma”

First stop, foster adoption.
Initially Josh and Matt planned

Uftﬂl}/} ‘I felt that DHS was trying to control the
situation, verses considering the needs of me and my kids,
and how they could help us succeed.”

Respect + listening = trust.

Misty hadn'’t experienced many
people in her life who sincerely
wanted know her and she slowly let
her guard down. Said Josh, “in these

to adopt through DHS in a state

adoption. As foster parents they quickly fell in love with the sibling
group of three who were placed in their care, and hoped to adopt
them. However, they were troubled by the DHS process and that the
birthmom, Misty, felt vilified.

e{a‘c’}pfee Presto ) eets

4

h’ Bl st N E T D e

o

talks we learned of the tragedies
in her life. We listened and she began 1o trust us. She saw our
compassion, and knew that we really cared. She saw that we treated
her the same way we treated her children - with love, kindness
and respect.”

OAGFS open adoptee Preston and adoptive dad Matt with birthfather Bryan holding newborn birth sibling Randy.

... continued on Page 2



“Empathy and Love continued from Page 1 genuinely cared about her and her children. “She had gratitude for
us for everything we did for her kids. We wanted to be a support

That enabled Misty to have a true appreciation for the stability they for her as well and provide some of that normality shed never

provided her and her children. This trust redefined what adoption

could look like for her. It was no longer an adversarial DHS process
rooted in failure. She knew that through this bond with Josh and Exploring open adoption.
Matt, she and her children would

experienced.”

Josh and Matt decided to move

all have an ongoing relationship. g
i i - P (Vﬂkf{y.‘ “I saw how much the kids looked up to forward in creating their family
She wasn't being marginalized or . '
. . Matt and Josh, and that they were there for the kids through open adoption and
demonized. She was being accepted, ; i . T .
, . during a difficult time. Our relationship has developed attended the OA&FS seminar.
understood and welcomed into . . . .
into one of trust, love and friendship.” Having an ongoing relationship

their lives.
with the birth family was a priorily

for them. “Our foster care situation
showed us how important it is to stay in contact with the birth

A real bond develops.

Ultimately, of the three children Josh and Matt were fostering, the family. We were hoping for a situation with a birthmother and
two older children were returned to Misty’s care. The youngest, family that wanted to be involved in the child’s life - that extended
who was a baby at the time, lives with his father and aunt. But the family feel where we can support each other”

bond Matt and Josh had with Misty and her children was very real

and they continued to visit and provide a network of support. They After her children were returned (o her care and the youngest went

... continued on Page 3

From left: OAGFS
open adoptee
Preston (in vest)
with birth siblings
Nikita, Alex and
Owen, with adoptive
parents Josh und
Matt and with
birth brother Alex.




“Empathy and Love continued frons Puge 2

to live with his aunt and father, Misty became pregnant again. She
decided to pul her newfound trust into action, bravely crossed the
divide and pro-actively planned an open adoption with Josh and
Matt. They openly embraced Misty, bitthlather Bryan wad (weir Jild.
Together, they planned an identified adoption through OA&ES and
Preston was horn two weeks later

that makes me feel good that they made the best choice for them.
Birthdays, Christmas, any time we sec them we feel this. It's ongoing”

I asked him to describe a defining moment in their relationship.
“When we invited Bryan and Misty over as [riends. It wasn't to scc
the kad or because of our open adoption agreement, We invited them
to this Christmas party we host and they came! We telt that that was
a really big deal. They didn’t know

Over the past two years, Josh and
Matt have created an extended family
relationship with Bryan, Misty,

C/f(i—.f{y.' “I wanted to know Preston as he grew up.
So far it has exceeded my expectations.”

anybody but us!”

These birth and adoptive parents
have formed a genuinc friendship.

Preston’s siblings and his entire birth

family. They’ve reached out and cultivated a network of love and
support for Preston. They also continue to be a safety net for Misty as
she parents her other children.

“It’s fantastic. We make a point of seeing each other pretty much
every holiday and most birthdays. We just saw them on Sunday,
they’re coming over for dinner next weekend. We talk, and come to
pick up the kids on occasion to see them too”” Josh said.

Bryan and Misty live together now , ?

and recently had baby Randy, who {

They love and care about each

other for who they are. Josliand Matl expressed that this kind

of bond was only made possible by the fact that Misty openly
choose to entrust Preston Lo them. It wasn’t being forced on her

in a disempowering and adversarial battle. Instcad, she was able to
pro-actively and intentionally place Preston with a trusted family, one
who would always honor her.

Many prospective adoplive families are fearful of welcoming
birthparents who are struggling and are at risk of DS intervention
into their lives. I asked Josh

they’re also parenting. “And the

new kicker, Preston now has a full-
blooded brother, Randy! She and
Prestons father came back together
and now have a new baby son. We
were among the first people in

Oﬂf&fy: Advice for al-risk pregnant and parenting
moms: “If its important for you to maintain some control
over the situation then I would recommend open adoption.
It’s a lot easier to have a say what happens to the kids and
who adopts themn verses DHS making that choice.”

how they overcame that fear.
“Learning empathy. We now look
at birthparents as somecone who's
made a sacrifice, nol someone
doing something because they don't
love their kid. That no matter how
horrible someoncs situation is, they

the hospital to meet him! I1e just
turned two months old”

Josh and Matt’s natural hospitious nature has created a model for
Preston as he develops relationships with his birth family. When
asked what they hope that looks like Josh shared, “T hope it deepens
over time, that Preston will have
special aclivities with them. I guess
a similar role would be a close

knit family friend, or aunt, or
uncle. A role model and someone
that they do stuft with - have
special times”

Josh and Matt feel very
comfortable in their open
adoption relationships. I asked
what’s contributed to this
feeling, and Josh said, “every
time we visit with Misty and
Bryan we can see that they
still care about Preston

very much, and light up B, '
when they sec him. They PRt TS
really did this from a place A i
of love themselves, and
OAGFS open adoptee Preston with

Page 3 birth siblings Nikita and Alex (r-1).

are people too. Learning how bad
Misty had it growing up has given
us insight into how and why she is the way she is, and why she’s made
the choices she has. We've been able to look at her with compassion

and sce her humanity”

When asked what theyd want other adoptive
parents to know aboul developing an
open adoption relationship with
birthparents who are struggling,
Josh said, “Learn the birthparents’
history. Find out where they’re
coming from. When you know
their background and history and
what’s happened in their life, you'll
have compassion for them. You
have Lo be open to that and want a
compassionate relationship. Opening
up your heart to those people, even
if they might not want to let you in.
Respect thal person for the choice that
they’re making, and learn to look with
the eyes of compassion.” m

Shari Levine is the Executive Director of
Open Adoption & Family Services and
an adoptive parent of two children in
open adoptions.
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& Pioneer BIRTHPARENTS: GARRETT

P G AR\

The power of choice and
validation in open adoption.

ég Shari €evine

What are the core components of a genuine and fulfilling open
adoption? I set out to identify and explore the unique ingredients
that birthparents and adoptive parents bring to the table to create
notjust a good open adoption, but a great open adoption. I wanted
to learn more about how we as an agency can {oster and develop

those key qualities.

linterviewed two pioncer birthparents, Melissa and Garrett, who
20 years ago invested their hopes and dreams in a new adoption
model, called open adoption. Join me as we step into their world,
their perceptions and experiences that have spanned the last two

decades and profoundly touched the lives of many.

As Linterviewed them, T set my original questions aside and
followed their lead which uncovered new themes that | hadn't
considered. The thread that brought together the stories of Melissa
and Garrett, the children they placed and the adoptive parents they
entrusted them to, were the elements of choice and validation in

their open adoptions.

Interview: Birthfather Garrett

Shari: Can you briefly describe your story?

Giarrett: When Twas 18 my pgirlfriend
got pregnant. [ had moved away so
when [ received the call, | was quite

surprised. [ realized what we were

going to do wasn’t really up to me
because [ had different choices than

my girlfriend did.

She had, as  saw it, three choices:
she could have the baby and keep it,
she could have an abortion, or place
the baby in an adoption. | had two
choices - whether [ was going to be

involved or whether T wasn't.

[ felt being involved was the

responsible thing to do. We settled

arrett and gg'n.-

pretty quickly on doing an adoption as the best option for us in

the situation that we were in. We also had a discussion about the
differences between an open and a closed adoption. This was the
first time [ had ever heard of an open adoption. There are many
adopted people in my immediate family and in my extended family,

but all of those were closed, so that was what | was familiar with.

Initially I was not excited about the idea of an open adoption, but my
girlfriend was more astute than T was about the emotional realitics
of the situation. She talked to me about open adoption, [ read some
books and materials on it, and ultimately came around to the idea. |
knew that this child would realize that somewhere out there was a
birthfather—it’s not like that can be kept a secret or should be kept

a secret in my opinion. I felt that I should give the choice to the child
about how he wanted to approach the situation, and if it were closed |

would be taking that choice away from him.

Ultimately we settled on doing an open adoption. We found the agency
and a family that we really liked. [ will never forget going to their house,
sitting on their couch talking with them and me just fecling as awkward
as [ have cver felt, and just thinking “oh please, T hope they like me, |
hope they don't think I'm weird”, We talked and apparently 1 didn’t scare

them off with my awkwardness — we chose them and they chose us.

THEN AND NOW.
.%; hable

Page 1

... Continued on Page 2



.. "Pioneer Birthparents” continued from Page |

After Fin was born, we did the placement and [ thought of that as
the end of the story - now realize it was just the beginning.

He is now 19 years old, the same age [ was when he was born,
which is absolutely bizarre. It’s been one of the great joys and
privileges of my life to be involved like T wanted to be, to sce
him grow up and have the things that [ hoped he would: a happy
childhood and good life.

Shari: So you were 19 and here
was this relationship awaiting
you. How did you feel about it?

Garrett: | was very anxious about
what was going to be expected

of me. [ was already profoundly
ashamed of not being able to give
him what I thought he deserved and
to some extent, [ wasn’t sure what

I had to offer. He was going to have a father, who T admired and

respected and had chosen in part for that reason.

Shari: You initially moved away to go to college and returned
to the area, right?

Garrett: 1 came back to Portland in 2010. Fin was 11 at that time
when [ permanently moved back to the Northwest. Before that

[ was in school or having other adventures around the world.
Every time [ was in town [ would always make a point to go sce
him, and really enjoyed doing that. Once we were back in the

neighborhood so to speak, it made it a lot casier to do that.

Shari: What are some of the values that the adoptive parents
brought to the table that made this work? There certainly are
birthfathers that move away and never come back. What are
some of the ways in which they welcomed you, and made
you feel intrinsically valuable and accepted?

Fin(green shirt) with birthfather Garrett, adoptive mom Joell,
brother Max, birthmother Katherine and adoptive dad Hans.

Page 2

I had two choices - whether  was going
to be involved or whether I wasn.

= 5[rfﬁfaf/zer Garrett

Garrett: His parents have always encouraged me to come and
see him, and made me feel like I had something to offer him and
the family as a whole. Over time I'd like to think that [ lost some
of my awkwardness and now when we're together it feels much

more natural,

Shari: Often in open adoptions, the adoptive moms are very
welcoming and gracious. They tend to reach out to the birth
family and actively include
them in their lives. ] havea
theory that it takes the adoptive
dad also reaching out to help
the birth dad feel like he's hasa
place in the family too.

Garrett: Yes, L agree. | remember
when [ took Fin out for lunch
years ago and his father said to me,
he just glows after he's with you. That really helped me. To see
that Fin was happy and having the life that I thought he deserved,
and that he wanted me to be a part of it, and that was important

to him, made it all come together for me.
Shari: What other milestone moments have you had?

Garrett: This moment has always stuck out in my mind. [t was
Fin's 7th birthday party. We were at his house, and because of the
nature of open adoption there's a lot of people there — double the
amount I guess you would normally have. Fin and | were sitting
at the kitchen table and [ said, “So Fin now you're seven years
old, what are your plans?” And he told me, "Well I'm going to tell
you, but you have to guess”. So he was writing down hints for
me, like an acronym. He wrote TN F. I'm looking at T' N Fand |
am looking at him and finally I say “Okay Fin, I give up - I don't
know.” And he said “Well, now that I'm seven I'm going to try

new foods!”

That story has stuck in my mind, not just because it's a cute story,
but because it was really a turning point for me personally. 1
remember sitting and thinking that what [ hoped would happen,
actually happened, that he was living a happy childhood in

a stable family and trying new foods when he turned seven.
Everything that | wanted for him seemed in that moment

to be real.
Shari: Like his biggest challenge in life, was to try new foods!

Garrett: Right, yeah he might have to try a tangerine

or something!

Shari: Can you talk about the extended family connections
and the relationships that have been created through your
open adoption?

.. Continued on Page 3



.. "Pionecer Birthparents” continued from Page 2

Garrett: The families have joined together. If [ see one of Fin's
parent’s siblings, for example, it feels like meeting a relative af
a family reunion — someone I don’t see all the time, but [ know

them and they've family.

My wife and Joell are friends, they often talk and plan times for
us to get together. My mother also is very involved and is integral
in arranging things. Fin’s birthmother is friends with my sisters,
she still lives around here and we see her at gatherings. It feels
like a big extended family with people to whom [ feel related
ceven though I know there is no blood relation.

Shari: Can you talk about some of those interconnections?

Garrett: Before Fin went off to college, my son Zach wanted to
learn to play the drums. Finis a very good drummer, so for several
months we went to his house every Saturday and he’d have his
drum lesson with his big brother. Fin came with us when we went
to Disncyland. Also my daughter had a gymmnastics tournament

in Eugene so Fin came with us to that and cheered her on. My

daughter and son were in Joell's music class for many years.
Shari: So Fin is at college now. What's he studying?

Garrett I'm bursting with pride to say, that he was admitted to
the jazz program which is very sclective. He's a music major and
lives in a special dorm with other music students and trundles his

big o]’ stand-up basc all around campus.

Shari: So much has happened since Fin's birth. If you could go
back in time, what would you tell your 19-year-old self?

Garrett: 1 would encourage
myself to be there for him
and ['d say to myself, “I'm
looking back on it now and
[ can tell you that it will not
only be valuable to him, but
valuable to you too.”

It’s been an absolute joy and
pleasure to be a part of his
life. Every moment that 1
have with him, to me, is a
privilege. | would tell myself
to Jook forward to that

because at the beginning

Birthfather Garrett and birthgrandmother Lisa
celebrate with Fin at his high school graduation.

Garrett: 1t wasn't the adoption that felt like the failure. And maybe
it's because [ already knew so many people who were adopted -
people in my family, and some of my friends. But 1 did feel like ]
wasn't able to do what I was supposed to do - provide a normal
stable home and have a job, for example. It was a sobering moment
realizing, “Oh my God Garrett, you would not be a good father at
this point”. That’s what really felt like a failure.

Shari: Asyousaw Fin thrive over the years was that sense of
failing him lifted? Did you feel that you had created a family
for him and that you are a part of that family?

Garrett: Yes, absolutely.
That was part of the
plcasure to me - of sceing
what [ hoped he would

; have — was the life and
childhwod that he did have.
u You have to let go of your
ego a little bit and realize
it's the important thing

for him.

Shari: Do you think the
values of inclusion and
acceptance you felt from
the adoptive parents,

—and I don't want to
minimize this in any way
— there’s a sense of loss and

a failure.

Shari: Doyou think the negative stereotypes in our culture
around adoption led you as a birthfather to feel that sense
of failure?

Page 3

Fin(in red shirt) with adoptive mom Joell,
birthfather Garrett and adoptive dad Hans, (I-7).

were the same core values
that guided how they
raised Fin?

Garrett: 1do think so. I respect and admire both of them a lot
and would even if there were no family relationship between us.

They are wonderful people - wonderful parents. Honestly { often

.. Continued on Page 4




.. “Pioneer Birthparents” continued from Page 3

try to model my own parenting, now that Lam muddling through

it, on the way that they are with Fin.

Shari: How would you describe
Fin now: his personality, his traits,
what he believes in?

Garrett: He is such a mix of me,

his birthmother, and his parents.
He's fairly reserved but also a very
engaged person. He has a lot of
intercsts, he's very smart in my

view - maybe colored a little bit.
One thing that | have really noticed
when watching him relate to
younger children is that he’s so good
at empathizing with them. It’s something [ really admire. He's
very dedicated, very thoughtful. Like me, he overthinks a lot of
things. | sce it in my own kids too, “Well dad if dragons were real
they would not be able to live in this climate because...” He's very
analytical, but also intensely creative with the music career he is

pursuing. I like everything about him.

Shari: How has your open adoption experience shaped you?
How has it changed your view of family and parenting?

Garrett: 1t has profoundly

affected me in cvery way. [t KIPOTR ._?TV' R
A T -

made me more thoughtful " Y
A . : Fas

than I might otherwise have
been about when 1 was ready
to have my own kids. [ really
felt proud to be at a point

where I could raise kids. For

me, that was a milestone.

It's made me more open to
interacting with people.
Having relationships is
something I was very
uncertain about at the
beginning, and yet [ got put
into this situation where it
was my responsibility to have
relationships. Now it's one of
the things I am most happy
about in my life.

One distinct change is that
initially [ was opposed to the

idea of an open adoption on

To see that Fin was happy and having
the life that I thought he deserved, that
he wanted me to be a part of it, and
that was important to him made it
all come together for me.

- Birthfather Garrett

weird, Now I have the opposite view — that a closed adoption is
weird and confusing.

Shari: What would you like
the world to know about open
adoption and specifically this
model of open adoption? There's
a lot of imposter open adoptions
out there, where theye selling
openness, but it's not very
genuine, and that is apparent in
the relationship that follows.

Garrett; 1've spoken with women
of an carlicr generation of closed
adoption and from what I've
gathered from their stories, they were given no choice. Every

possible choice was taken from them.

| think that this is an infinitely better model. One of the things
that attracted me to Hans and Joell, and to this agency in
particular, was that the commitment to respect was real. And, the
reason [ came around to open adoption was out of a respect for
Fin and the choices that [ would either take from him or let him
make himself. [ wanted him to make the choices himself.

For me it's absolutely been positive; it’s been what Thoped it
would be. It's painful,
particularly at the
beginning. It's a loss that
one has to reckon with, but

there’s ajoy in the mourning.

Shari: Do you feel that it
was the fact that you did
reckon with that loss that
| enabled you to have this

. relationship?

Garrett: 1do,and [ also
think that coming into this
as a choice is what made it
so positive. The respect | felt
l from his parents and this
agency was very important
to me. When people are
given a choice and make that
choice consciously, it’s much
easier to deal with the loss in
that situation. As time went
on all the reasons | made this
choice turned out to be good

the theory that it would be =
confusing and difficult and

Page 4

Fin with birthmother Katherine.

reasons. | was very happy
about that.

.. Continued on Page 5



. "Pioneer Birthparents” continued from Page 4

Shari: We often hear from the kids who were
placed through our agency how powerful it is

for them to know that their birthparents hand-
selected their adoptive family. They were literally
entrusted to this family; it wasn't random at all.

Garrell; Yeah, Absolutely. 'm not surprised to hear
that that's important to them.

Shari: Now that Finn is starting to live this
independent college life, do you think you'll

still have a strong rclationship with Hans and
Joell? Do you have a friendship with them that is
separate from Fin?

Garrett: Yes, I deeply admire both of them. [ would
be proud to be friends with them and see that
relationship continuing. Since Fin is off at college
now [ think we're all figuring out how things will
be the same and different. I'm looking forward to
figuring it out.

Shari: Any other closing thoughts or takeaways?

Garrett: For me it’s been fantastic in the sense that
what I wanted for Fin I got to actually see him get, and
still be a part of his life. Moving into the future is one of
the most important things that I have in my life.

Shari: Where is everyone now?

Garrett: My wife and [ and our three children live

in Portland, as do Hans and Joell. T work as an - ——— —

attorney. Fin is going to college in Eugene. Garrett with wife Bayra and their children Nate, Zayaa and Zach.

.. Continued on Page 7

A famc’/g 's born.

Curious about how an open adoption
placement begins? This video pulls
back the curtain.

Fin's family participated in a video produced by
OA&F'S when Fin was 11. In this, his birthparents
Garrett and Katherine recount their hospital
experiences, and adoptive parents Joell and Hans
share how they felt at the time that Fin was born
and entrusted to them.

Their stories convey the rich emotion that

forms the foundation of their relationship,
and the mutual trust, respect and compassion

Watch Video: The Placement

cach demonstrates. m
and Entrustment Ceremony.

Page 5



An Open Adoption Timeline: GARRETT & FIN.

1999

FECHITE;
eneven
[aCWE:
FOUTIO =)
LATTLY
FRTEEME Y

' enjoying
taking Fin
and his
brother
out for
activities.

Back in the
Northwest
and glad
to see Fin
more often.

Fun times at
Disneyland!
Fin was
a good
babysitter
for the little
ones.

Feeling
proud
during Fin's
senior year
of high
school.
Things had
really come
full circle.

FAMBLEY

Page 6
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. "Pioneer Birthparents” continued from Page 5

Interview: Birthmother Melissa

Shari: Where did your story start?

Melissa: 1was 14 and a freshman in high school when T found out [
was pregnant. Initially the birthfather and | planned to parent, and

it wasn't until about 7 months into the pregnancy that we decided

to consider adoption, but not before we went through many months

of trying to figurc out what parenting
would look like and exploring

every avenue and dealing with a

lot of pushback from family and
friends. The only way I would have
considered adoption was through an

open adoption.

Shari: What values have guided
your open adoption relationship?

Melissa: Tt's evolved so much over
the years. Now [ can sce how much
Greg and Jun as adoplive parents were willing to meet us where we

were at as birthparents. They accepted me for who I was and always

seemed to genuinely value me and my importance in Brianna'’s life.
They even accepted my imperfections and celebrated those too. We

were and arc a family: just like any biological family.

Looking back Talso think that, T was doing the work of letting go
of mothering my daughter and trusting them by releasing her into

their care.

Shari: What qualities do you see
from the adoptive parents that
allowed you to do that?

Melissa: [t was their willingness
to value our place in her life that
allowed me to feel 1 didn’t have to

prove mysclf, or prove my worth.

[t wasn't just lip service, they
actually walked that walk in terms
of including us, and inviting us,
and wanting us to be a part of their
family. I didn't have to worry that

at some point thcy wcere going to

Seeing how quickly and naturally we
melded into one family helped to shift my
idea of what it means to be a family and
how people create families,

- Birthother Melissa

S T N
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exclude me from Brianna’s life or from their lives. They were
always very encouraging, welcoming and trusting of me—which

allowed me to then reciprocate that.

Shari; They seemed to provide their unconditional
acceptance to Brianna too, and she seems very secure in her
adoption.

Melissa: Yes, she does appear to be quite comfortable in that part
of her identity. Tt doesn't seem to be something that she grapples
with at all.

Shari: What do you think
people need to come to the table
with in order to be successful in
their open adoption?

Melissa: I would encourage all
parties to come to the table with
a genuine sense of curiosity,

willingness to learn, and openness.

It really helps when everyone is

open to the idea that we all have a
special and unique place in this child’s life. The goal, ultimately, is
to allow the child to explore all parts of themselves in a safe space

and with a family that is loving and caring.

My philosophy is that if we walk through life thinking [, as an
individual, am superior to this other human who walks on this
planet with me—1I just think that sets you up for all kinds of

falschoods and missed opportunitics to really lcarn from other

Page 7
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.. "Pioneer Birthparents” continued from Page 7

people. Children can get so
much value from so many
different people and different
experiences in life. Adoptive
families can have so much to
offer, but that doesn’t have to

replace something else,

As a parent in general, anytime
that you set up a scenario where
something is off limits or “we
can't talk about it”, children

rail against that, nobody wants
to be told that “you cannot

have information about this”.
Anytime there is a hard stop—
people generally don't like that. 1
don’t think children, even from

a young age, arc any different.

With Brianna, [ cun say yes | had

a pregnancy, it was unintended,
and | weighed all kinds of options
and ultimately my choice was to
place you in an adoption, and you
have now lived that experience as
an adoptee. We can also celebrate
that it doesn't have to be everyone's

choice, all choices are valid.

Shari: How has your relationship
with the adoptive parents
evolved over the years?

Melissa: Eatly onin the
relationship, everything centered
around the children. Over the years
as Brianna got older, and as her

brother got older, there’s been times

when we visit where the children

Shari: If you think back to
your 14- or 15-year-old self
and the ideas that you had about family, how has your open
adoption experience expanded those views?

Melissa: Seeing how quickly and naturally we melded into one
family helped to shift my idea of what it means to be a family and
how people create families. It's not like we “feel” like family or
we're “sort of” like family, we are family and it’s just as valid and

genuine as any other.

Shari: In the beginning did you have a vision, or a hope,
of who Brianna would become? How would you describe
her now?

Melissa: Sheis incredibly well-rounded and a genuinely
thoughtful person. She's super caring and really compassionate
about all people’s different experiences in life. She's a huge
advocate for equality and human rights and all kinds of things that
1 couldn’t have necessarily wished for her at that time, but now
am just super inspired by what a great person she is becoming and

I'm sure that will continue to evolve.

We went to the Women's march together in D.C. It was such a
profound experience to have this badass moment with my birth
daughter and her friends, who are incredible and coming into

their sense of themselves as young women.

Shari: How has your experience as a birthmom impacted
your worldview?

My experience has certainly solidified my very strong beliefs that
people need to be in control of their own reproductive decision-
making because it is such a profoundly life-changing experience

regardless of what decision they make.

Page 8

Brianna with her birthmother Melissa, (I-r).

might not even be there, We came to
enjoy one another above and beyond
the children and we shared a genuine interest in what was going

onin onc another’s lives.

Shari: Given the experience that you've had, what would you
want to tell people about open adoption?

Brianna with her birthfather Steve.

.. Continued on Page 9



.. "Pioncer Birthparents” continued from Page 8

Melissa: Open adoption can be used interchangeably with so
many different types of adoption that T don't believe are genuinely

open.

It needs to be entered with this fundamental belief that we all ave
valuable in this relationship. As soon as you sturl taking away any
picces of that value system— it becomes a game of Jenga, and the

whole thing would just fall apart.

1 can say what adoption is not: saving
a child [rom bad parents and being
rescued by good parents. That sets
everyone up for failure—evenif ity
called open. Tt's implied that there's
the good guy and the bad guy, and
the child is just a pawn in that game,
and that’s not in the best interest of

a child.

A true open adoption is based on the idea of a family—whatever
that family may look like -- coming together from a place of
intention und making a choice together that is not influenced by

ulterior motives or other people’s assumptions.

My experience of open adoption is that it is something much
greater than just adoption and just the creation of a family, it is
really a way of living and a way of going through life in terms of

the value system we create,

[t needs to start with the mindsct
of I'm going to enter into this
experience of creating and
expanding my family beyond the
child— by welcoming these other
people into my world. We'll all
have a really special place in this

fumily.

We're going to set into this big
huge adventure together and we
will come out of that with a well-
balanced child that is loved, comes
into a place of their own identity
and hopefully can get a little

something from everyone.

Shari: Where is everyone now?
Melissa: Brianna lives and goces
to college in Philadelphia. Greg
and Jan live in Northern Virginia.

Brianna’s biological father lives

It really helps when everyone is open to
the idea that we all have a special and
unique place in this child’s life.

- Birthmother Melissa

bk

A S
R il ot

children. [have a step-son who is 13 and two young daughters

who are 5 and 6 1/2 that are Brianna’s half-siblings. I work as a

9

The power of choice surfaced throughout Garrett and Melissa’s

Registered Nurse.

stories and affected the lives of all of the participants in deeply
meaningful ways. What is this
illusive act called “choice”? Choice
has been politicized, but it is
simply “the act of selecting or
making a decision when faced
with multiple possibilities™ It is a
fundamental right and immensely
important to the human
condition. Choice gives us agency
over our lives and aftirms that our
thoughts and beliefs matter. T'he
clement of choice is especially essential in adoption, since it is

such a life-altering experience,

Garrett, at the young age of 19, recognized that his choices were
different from the birthmother’s. She could choose between
parenting, abortion and adoption. But for him there were only
two forks in the road; to be involved, or not to be involved. By
being involved he could have a voice in the pregnancy decision,

but the ultimate choice was in the birthmom’s hands. It also

in Kansas. My partner Jason and

[ live in Portland with our three

Melissa (center) with her family: Stepson Tucker, partner Jason, their daughters

Boniye Ray and Mabel Jay and birthdaughter Brianna, (I-r).
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An Gpen Adloption Timeline: MELISSA & BRIANNA.
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~ ‘this time.

Celebrating
Steve's
marriage.
Brianna was a
very honored
flower girl.

| was going
through a
tough personal

time and was

so grateful

for our

irreplaceable
relationships.

A recent
summer visit
with much
needed breaks
for us both.

Women’s March in D.C.! What a
pivotal moment for both of us.
| value this experience so much.
It was priceless to share
it with Brianna and some
of her closest
friends.

Page 10



.. "Pioneer Birthparents” continued from Page 9

occurred to him that by being involved, he would give his son, Fin,

a choice: to have a relutionship with him or not.

Acknowledging everyonce’s right in adoption to make choices
requires letting go of control over the outcome. But I suppose

if you live long enough you come to the realization that you

never had contro} over the outcome to begin with, especially

if it involves the actions of other people. There is something
fundamentally empowering about being trusted to make a choice.
Garrett had faith that the birthmom, Fin and the adoptive parents
would make the best, most thoughtful choices they could.

"The thread of choice and intentionality was reflected in every part
of their open adoption. Knowing that his choice to be involved
was a conscious decision,
helped Garrett move through
the grief process. Knowing
that his parents were hand-
selected by his birthparents,
allowed Fin to feel he had
been genuinely entrusted by
his birthparents into the care
of his parents. As Fin grew
into adulthood, he chose

to deepen the relationships
within his birth family by

teaching drumming lessons to Reproductive

Garrett's children and going Choices
to Disneyland with Garrett's
family.

Melissa explored her options s
thoroughly during her
pregnancy. This experience
led her to form a strong value Respect
around the importance of
people having control over
their reproductive choices,
free from the influence of
others. She believes that when
a pregnancy option is framed as the “right choice” it'’s dismissive
of the individual’s experience and the fact that none of the choices
are casy. Her contention is there isn't a type of woman who
chooses to parent, or to terminate the pregnancy, or to plan an
adoption. They arc all valid choices, and there are women who
have made all three choices for different reasons and at different

times in their life.

The other essential components to a fulfilling open adoption that
were woven into Melissa and Garrett’s experiences were inclusion,
unconditional acceptance, authenticity, relationship engagement,
respect, trust and validation. Validation, in particular seemed to be
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Inclusion

Relationship
Engagement

a catalyst for the other components. Knowing that she was deeply
valued by the adoptive parents inspired Melissa to fully entrust
Brianna into the adoptive parent’s care. When the adoptive dad
shared with Garrett how much Fin cherished their time together,
Garretl felt a deep sense of value and worth.

So what makes an open adoption work for all of the players? It
starts with the adoptive parents coming to terms with their own
losses so they can create an exclusive place for the birthparents.
As Melissa says, “Children can get so much value from so many
different people and different experiences in life. Adoptive
families can have so much to offer, but that doesn't have to replace
something else. Open adoption needs to be entered with this
fundamental belief that we all are valuable in this relationship.”

The Sssential é’omponem‘s to a
FULFILLING OPEN ADOPTION.

® L0

Unconditional

Acceptance Authenticity

™

Validation

Once the birthparents sec they are genuinely welcomed, respected
and accepted, they can plant the seeds of trust. Over the years, this
trust blossoms and a family is formed that surrounds the child

with love and honors every person’s place in their life.

Every open adoption looks different, just like every extended
family looks different. When we are guided by the tenets of
compassion, trust and validation, we will create something
that’s uniquely ours. The legacy of these treasured ingredients
will inform the child’s choices as they grow and carry these

relationships into the next generation. m



