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Overview
 Adoption practice in the US and Wisconsin

 Scope of adoption related issues & treatment

 Training for Adoption Competency (TAC) 
curriculum

 Beginning outcomes and related adoption 
research



What is Adoption?
 “the method provided by law to 

establish the legal relationship of 
parent and child  between persons 
who are not so related by birth” (Child 
Welfare League of America, 1978)



Types of Adoption in the US

 Domestic

 Public (from foster care)
 Private domestic
 International

 Transracial
 Special needs
 Related



Scope of Adoption in the US
 Approximately 2 million (2%) US children and young 

adults living with their parents are adopted (Kreider & 
Lofquist, 2017)

 Of the 243,060 children leaving foster care in 2015, 
53,549 (22%) were adopted (www.childwelfare.gov)

 Approximately 120,000 children were adopted in 2012 
(Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2016)

 44% - public agency adoptions

 49% - stepparent, private, relative adoptions

 7% - international adoptions

 Estimated that two-thirds of Americans are impacted by 
adoption in some way (Koh, Kim & McRoy, 2017)



Scope of Public Adoptions in Wisconsin
 6,918 children in foster care in Wisconsin; 

 1,380 of these children are waiting for 
adoptive families. 

 “waiting children” are from all cultural and 
socio-economic backgrounds. 

 average ages are frequently school-aged, 5 
to14 years old. 



Number of Wisconsin Adoptions 2012-2016



Clinical Issues common in 
Adoption: Loss

 Relinquishing a child
Grief 
Rejection

 Experience of infertility
Guilt
Shame
stigma

 Disconnection from biological heritage & 
identity
 Identify confusion
Relationship & intimacy challenges



Current state of adoption 
training in graduate & 
undergraduate programs

 A study of 22 schools conducted online reported that 
only 10 offered an adoption-specific course (Koh, Kim & McRoy, 
2017)

 A survey of accredited programs reported that only 
16.3% of social work programs who responded to the 
survey offered adoption-specific content (Weir, Fife, Whiting 
& Blazewick,2008)

 A study of psychologist training reported 65% of licensed 
psychologists did not receive adoption specific course 
work in graduate school (Sass & Henderson, 2000)



ADOPTION DYNAMICS

 Children with traumatic experiences of abuse, neglect and 
abandonment, and challenging behavioral and emotional 
responses are at greater risk of adjustment problems within 
their adoptive families. 

 Adopted children’s emotional issues are often complex, 

 adoptive parents often identify these issues as primary 
contributors to family stressors post-adoption, which contributes 
to adoption disruptions.

 Access to adoption-competent mental health services is a 
critical factor in outcomes for children & their adoptive 
families.

 Birth parents can experience significant stress prior to, during 
and after the adoption process and need adoption competent 
mental health services to process grief and loss.



CENTER FOR ADOPTION SUPPORT 
& EDUCATION (C.A.S.E.)

 For the past 20 years C.A.S.E. has provided 
 clinical services for families throughout the Washington DC 

metro region and offers (5 local offices)

 educational products, 

 publications, 

 webinars and workshops for families and professionals 
nationwide. 

 C.A.S.E. is developing training curricula for child welfare and 
mental health professionals across the country through the 
federally funded National Adoption Competency Mental 
Health Training Initiative (NTI).

 35 training partners in 22 states and Canada, 9 NTI pilot 
sites, 17 Training for Adoption Competency (TAC) Partners, 
and more than 5,600 clients served.



TRAINING FOR ADOPTION 
COMPETENCY (TAC)

 TAC is a training curriculum designed to improve the well-
being of adopted children and youth and their families by 
increasing access to adoption competent mental health 
professionals. 

 Based on eighteen adoption competencies developed by 
C.A.S.E. in collaboration with its National Advisory Board.

 TAC special features:

 exclusively designed for mental health professionals.

 in-depth clinical focus designed to build and strengthen 
clinical skills

 competency-based

 manualized to ensure high quality replication



TAC CURRICULUM

TAC has two components:

 72-hour online and classroom based trainings (12 modules).

 The first module is online (to be completed prior to the 
first classroom session).

 The next 10 modules are trainer-guided sessions on 
topics corresponding to adoption competencies.

 At the last session (Module #12), students present a final 
projects to demonstrate their integration of adoption 
competent knowledge, skills and values.



LEARNING OBJECTIVES

 Learn the theoretical framework and therapeutic 
approach of adoption competent mental health practice.

 Understand the legal and ethical issues that impact 
adoption.

 Develop clinical skills in working with birth families, 
children and prospective adoption parents in planning for 
adoption.

 Develop clinical skills in working with adopted children 
and youth and adoptive families on issues of loss, grief, 
separation, identity formation and attachment.

 Develop clinical skills in working with adopted children 
and youth and adoptive families on issues related to the 
impact of genetics and past experiences on adjustment 
and the psychological well-being of adopted children.



LEARNING OBJECTIVES CONT.

 Understand how trauma impacts adopted children and 
tools and techniques to support recovery from adverse 
beginnings.

 Understand the issues that impact identity formation for 
adopted youth and young adults.

 Learn how to support adoptive parents in developing 
therapeutic strategies in response to their children’s 
challenging behaviors.

 Develop assessment and intervention skills with different 
types of adoptive families and with birth families.

 Learn the developmental stages of adoptive families and 
the process of adoptive family formation and integration.



LEARNING OBJECTIVES CONT.
 Develop skills in working with adopted children, youth and 

adults, adoptive families and birth families on issues of 
adoption openness and ongoing connections.

 Develop an understanding of the racial, ethnic and cultural 
issues in adoption and how to work with transracial and 
transcultural families.

 Identify and utilize evidence-based and evidence-informed 
practices and interventions with individuals affected by 
adoption.

 Learn how to work effectively with service systems and the 
community on behalf of adoptive families.

 Reinforce and strengthen the learning process through the 
case consultation process, resulting in strong transfer of 
learning to practice.



Module #1:  Introduction/At 
Home Module:  Adoption 
History, Law and Process
 Adoption history and law 

 The different pathways to placement of children 
with adoptive families

 Personal beliefs and myths about adoption that 
clinicians encounter in their therapeutic work.  

 Skills to assist clients with the adoption process 
itself, including the court process

 Legal mandates re: confidentiality and mandatory 
reporting of child maltreatment within adoption 



Module #2.  Introduction to 
Adoption Competent Mental 
Health Practice

 The definition of “adoption competency” for MH 
professionals 

 The theoretical and philosophical framework for adoption 
competent mental health services.  

 Application of these principles in building therapeutic 
relationships with adopted persons, adoptive families, 
kinship families and birth families.  

 The role of race/ethnicity, class, gender/sexual orientation 
and birth family culture in adoption 

 How biases and beliefs regarding adoption impact our 
therapeutic practice with adopted persons, adoptive 
families, and birth families



Module #3. Providing Therapeutic 
Services:  Grief, Loss, and 
Separation in Adoption 
 Loss, grief and separation in adoption, including 

ambiguous grief, disenfranchised grief, and complicated 
grief as they impact birth families, adopted persons and 
adoptive families.

 Frameworks for understanding birth parents’ grief and loss 
and how these frameworks could be utilized in our 
therapeutic practice

 The psychological tasks of the Good Grief Model
 Therapeutic interventions with members of the adoption 

kinship network who are experiencing grief, loss and 
separation.  



Module #4. Supporting Children, 
Youth and Families as They Ready 
Themselves for Adoption

 Description and application of the 3-5-7 Model and 
therapeutic work with children in their journeys toward 
adoption

 The role of sibling relationships for children who are 
moving toward adoption

 The differences between adoption and being raised in 
one’s family of origin and between giving birth and 
adopting

 Lifebooks, ecomaps, genograms and adoption family 
trees

 Issues of grief and loss for birth parents and therapeutic 
approaches in working with birth parents

 Qualities of successful adoptive parents 



Module #5. Trauma and 
Brain Neurobiology 
 The impact of trauma on adopted children 

 Tools and techniques to support children’s recovery 
from trauma

 Research on early brain development

 The neuro-developmental impact of abuse, neglect 
and trauma in early childhood and the positive and 
negative implications of brain neurobiology on child 
and youth developments

 Intervening in response to the neuro-developmental 
impact of abuse and neglect in childhood 

 Childhood anxiety disorders   



Module #6. Attachment-Based 
Interventions with Adopted Children 
and Youth and their Families
 Complex trauma and Developmental Trauma Disorder

 DSM-5 diagnoses of RAD and Disinhibited Social Engagement 
Disorder as these concepts related to attachment disorders

 Key components of treating complexly traumatized children 

 Dyadic Developmental Therapy (DDP) and the principles of 
intersubjectivity and PACE and application to the provided 
case example 

 Attachment Based Family Therapy (ABFT) 

 Trust Based Relational Interventions (TBRI) 

 Parent Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT) 

 Attachment Biobehavioral Catch Up (ABC) 



Module #7.  Adopted Adolescents 
and Identity Formation
 Key aspects of adolescent brain development as identified by 

neuroscientific research

 Emerging adulthood as a developmental phase

 Factors that influence the impact of early child abuse and 
neglect on adolescents

 The six stuck spots for adopted adolescents

 MDFT as an intervention for adolescent substance abuse and 
delinquent behavior

 Adoptive identity formation and narrative identity formation

 Therapeutic approaches to supporting adopted adolescents’ 
identity formation

 Narrative Therapy with adopted adolescents



Module #8. Birth and 
Adoptive Families
 The needs of birth family members
 The therapeutic skills in identifying & working with issues that 

birth family members (mothers, fathers and extended family 
members) may present 

 Clinicians’ own views and beliefs that may affect effectiveness 
in working with birth families  

 The phases of adoptive family development and the normative 
challenges in adoptive family development

 Clinical issues that impact adoptive family formation & 
integration 

 Factors that contribute to adoption instability 
 Therapeutic skills in working with adoptive families to prevent 

disruption, support parenting roles, help coping with stress and 
promote healthy family development



Module #9.  Clinical Issues in 
Working with Adoptive Families: 
Managing Challenging Behaviors
 Behavioral challenges, learning disorders, and other special needs of 

adopted children that defy traditional parenting techniques 

 A framework for understanding significant behavioral problems and 
relationship difficulties in special-needs adoptions

 Practical ways for mental health providers to consult with adoptive and 
foster parents on classic problems such as food issues/eating disorders, 
lying, stealing, bedwetting, encopresis, sleep problems, anger 
outbursts, fire setting, and parentified behavior

 Understanding behavior problems in the context of the child’s history 
of past exposure to maltreatment and to dysfunctional family roles

 The impact of genetics and past experience on developmental 
outcomes and the range of environmental, relational, and organic 
stresses that can impact well being



Module #10. Openness in 
Adoption

 Children’s connections to the past and to their birth 
families

 The impact of secrecy 
 The continuum of openness and the clinical issues 

along this continuum
 Therapeutic skills to help children integrate their 

histories
 Therapeutic skills in assisting adoptive parents in 

exploring connections with birth family, opening a 
closed adoption, and closing an open adoption

 Issues in search and reunion, including skills in 
working with families post-reunion



Module #11. Race and 
Ethnicity in Adoption
 How race structures the lives of children and families, 

specifically in families where the child is minority and the 
parents are white

 Clinical skills in recognizing and talking about race in 
treatment. 

 The impact of discrimination, prejudice, and racism on 
families, particularly transracial families

 Racial socialization and factors that support healthy 
racial/ethnic identity

 Clinical skills in helping adopted persons develop a healthy 
racial, cultural and ethnic identity, supporting parents in 
developing or strengthening their ability to provide their 
minority children with survival skills and helping parents 
preserve their child’s racial and cultural heritage 



Module #12. Integrating 
Knowledge, Values and Skills 

 Bringing together all that has been learned:  
knowledge, skills, and values

Each Module, other than the introductory Module, 
requires participants to:

 Complete pre-Module readings and assignments

 Attend the classroom-based Module

 Complete evaluations after each Module 



CASE CONSULATION

 Masters’ level students who successfully complete the 
TAC classroom component are eligible to participate in 
the case consultation component.

 C.A.S.E. senior clinicians or clinical consultants 
provide the case consultation component by web 
conferencing.

 Each student is expected to present two cases. 

 Consultation is comprised of six monthly case 
consultation sessions over the course of six months to 
support transfer of learning to practice.



Outcome Research

 Are adopted children overrepresented in clinical 
settings? Do they have unique psychological problems?
 Adopted children are overrepresented in clinical settings due to 

parents seeking mental health services at a higher rate (Palacios 
& Brodzinsky, 2010)

 Do therapists who receive specific adoption training:
 Produce better behavioral outcomes?

 Establish better working relationships with any part of the 
adoption triad?

 Produce higher levels of satisfaction among clients seeking 
mental health services for adoption related behavioral issues?



Relevant Research

 Adoptees show higher levels of self-esteem than those 
who were institutionalized and not adopted (IJzendoorn & 
Juffer, 2006) 

 Family processes more significant in psychological well-
being and relationship quality than family structure 
(Lansford et al, 2001)

 “birth mothers with open arrangements experienced less 
unresolved grief than those with no contact” (Christian, et al, 
1997)

 Presence of stigma and “microaggressions” for majority 
of adoptive families - same race and transracial (Baden & 
Wiley, 2007, Brodzinsky, 2015, Garber & Brotevant, 2015)

 Less than 25% of adoptive parents & adoptees believed 
professionals they saw were adoption-competent (Atkinson 
et al, 2013)



National Outcomes Reported 
by C.A.S.E. (Descriptives)

 1266 professionals 
have received TAC 
training in 18 states

 82% held a Master’s

 76% had a personal 
connection to 
adoption

 Trainees had a 
mean of almost 14 
years of 
experience 
working with 
families & children

Prof. License

Social Workers

Counselors

MFTs

Psychologists



National Outcomes (con’t)

Evaluation Methods

 Process evaluated 
through fidelity 
observation.

 Outcome evaluated 
through pre- and post-
training self-assessment 
of behavior change.

 Effectiveness evaluated 
through pre- and post-
test of TAC participants 
and comparison group of 
qualified clinicians.
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Practice Behaviors

 Information collected at intake, with 
referral, or in initial phase of assessment

 Methods used to assess family and/or 
child

 Clinical approaches used

 Techniques used in work with children and 
youth

 Use of or referral to other (adjunct) 
resources or therapies



Outcome: Knowledge & Skills

 TAC participants 
(n=1070) and a group 
of comparable 
participants(n=179) 
completed a pre- and 
post-test self 
assessment of their 
adoption knowledge & 
skills.

 TAC participants scored 
30.35 before training 
and 82.00 after.

 Comparison group 
scored 31.15 before 
training and 34.85 
after. 0
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Major “Take Away” Themes 
Reported by TAC Participants

 Grief and loss affect all members of the adoption kinship 
network

 Early trauma affects attachment to adoptive family

 Critical role of the brain and neurobiology in behavior and 
relationships

 Lasting impact of birth parents on adoption

 Adoption is a life-long process

 Using evidence-based interventions

 Changed preconceptions and attitudes toward adoption

 Nee to address adoption issues early



Questions


	Training for Adoption Competency: �The Wisconsin Experience
	Overview
	What is Adoption?
	Types of Adoption in the US
	Scope of Adoption in the US
	Scope of Public Adoptions in Wisconsin
	Number of Wisconsin Adoptions 2012-2016
	Clinical Issues common in Adoption: Loss
	Current state of adoption training in graduate & undergraduate programs
	ADOPTION DYNAMICS
	CENTER FOR ADOPTION SUPPORT & EDUCATION (C.A.S.E.)
	TRAINING FOR ADOPTION COMPETENCY (TAC)
	TAC CURRICULUM
	LEARNING OBJECTIVES
	LEARNING OBJECTIVES CONT.
	LEARNING OBJECTIVES CONT.
	Module #1:  Introduction/At Home Module:  Adoption History, Law and Process
	Module #2.  	Introduction to Adoption Competent Mental Health Practice	
	Module #3. 	Providing Therapeutic Services:  Grief, Loss, and �Separation in Adoption 	
	Module #4. 	Supporting Children, Youth and Families as They Ready Themselves for Adoption�
	Module #5. 	Trauma and Brain Neurobiology 	
	Module #6. 	Attachment-Based Interventions with Adopted Children and Youth and their Families�
	Module #7.  	Adopted Adolescents and Identity Formation�
	Module #8. 	Birth and Adoptive Families	
	Module #9.  	Clinical Issues in Working with Adoptive Families: Managing Challenging Behaviors�
	Module #10. 	Openness in Adoption	
	Module #11. 	Race and Ethnicity in Adoption�
	Module #12.	Integrating Knowledge, Values and Skills 	
	CASE CONSULATION
	Outcome Research�
	Relevant Research
	National Outcomes Reported by C.A.S.E. (Descriptives)
	National Outcomes (con’t)
	Practice Behaviors
	Outcome: Knowledge & Skills
	Major “Take Away” Themes Reported by TAC Participants
	Questions

