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Let us put our minds together
and see what life we can make for our children.
--Chief Sitting Bull
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Listen!

Listen!
To the wind-voices,
the whispers of
two- and four-legged ones,
and ones with silver scales
and blue feathers,
our sisters and brothers.
They chant
through shivering pines:
Praise be
to the Creator
who breathed life
into these woods,
these streams and skies,
and every creature
tame and wild!
Praise be to God
the Great Spirit
who brings this day
our long-awaited
child!
--Carolyn Flanders McPherson 1
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Hear Our Voices

This is a book about the adoption of Native American children as we understand and
experience it. This is not a study of every aspect of adoption: there are hundreds of fine
books and articles available to the reader with a general interest in the subject.

Rather, this is an introduction to adoption as it touches our Native American children
today. Those of us contemplating adoption, those of us who have already adopted, and
those of us who wish to encourage and support someone who is adopting: this
guidebook is for all of us.

We are the people who speak through this book. Hear our voices.

Marcia Blacklidge, MS, Chippewa, President, Nisswi lshkoden, Grand Rapids, Michigan
Tom Biron, Director of the Native American Leadership Program of Lansing Community
College, Garden River Ojibway, Sugar Island Chippewa/Sault Tribe, Lansing,
Michigan
Bernadine Crampton, MPA, Social Services Director, Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and
Chippewa Indians: Grand Traverse, Charlevoix, Leelanau, Benzie, Manistee, and
Antrim, Michigan
Mary Dengerink, MSW, Children's Services Planner, Kent County Community Mental
Health, Grand Rapids, Michigan
Sylvia Mantila Evans, MSW, Keweenaw Bay Indian Community; Director, Michigan Indian
Child Welfare Agency, and Social Services Consultant, Inter-Tribal Council of
Michigan, Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan
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Barbara Grothe, Native American, Holt, Michigan
Bruce Hinmon, Judge of Children's Court, Saginaw Chippewa Tribe, Mt. Pleasant,
Michigan
Tom Kakapshe, Batchewana First Nation, Nog Da Win Da Min Family and Community
Services [Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario]
Robert Kewaygoshkum, (Ottawa), Tribal Manager, The Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa
and Chippewa Indians: Grand Traverse, Charlevoix, Leelanau, Benzie, Manistee,
and Antrim Counties, Michigan
Greg Lambert. My mother is Lena Sangraw, my father, Clifford Lambert; my paternal
grandparents are Adam Lambert and Mary A Lambert; my maternal greatgrandparents are John Williams and Agatha Williams, nee Edowekezhick. I am a
member of the Sault Ste. Marie tribe of Chippewa Indians
Jo Ellen Leith, Executive Director, Huron Potawatomi Inc., Nottawasippi Huron Band of
Potawatomi, Fulton, Michigan
Little Jerry

Micko, Anishnaabe,

Odaawa, Washtaanong

Kichiziibiing,

Muskegon,

Michigan
Jeremy Mario Minton, Cherokee, Aztec and Black Foot, artist
Michael Petoskey, (Grand Traverse Band Ottawa), Chief Judge, Grand Traverse Band of
Ottawa and Chippewa Indians, Traverse City, Michigan
Robert Ryan, American Indian, Program Coordinator, American Indian Services,
Detroit, Michigan
Lisa Shawandase, Native American college student; Ottawa, Potawatomi and Chippewa
(Three Fires); Native American dancer; Northport, Michigan
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AI Spafford, MSW, adoption specialist for Department of Social Services, child welfare
licensing and adoption programs, Indian Child Welfare Act activist; Alpena,
Michigan
Charles E. Spliedt, MA, MM, MDiv, adoptive parent, Kent County Community Mental
Health, Grand Rapids, Michigan
Bruce D. Trobridge, BS Central Michigan University, Member: Little Grand Traverse Band
of Ottawa Indians, adult adoptee
Participants of the Native American Leadership Conference, February 18, 1994, Lansing
Community College, Lansing, Michigan; Tom Biron, Coordinator

> All Michigan's seven federally recognized tribes and six historic tribes <
were consulted in the development of our text.
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Our Nightmare
We live in a peacefut old village near a beautiful lake, with
woods on eve!}' side. We are awakened one winter's night by
angl}' shouting. Before we can get to our door, someone
breaks it down.
"What is happening?" we Cl}'.
Two men in odd clothes stand in the doorway. They have guns.
Behind them stand other men with burning torches. All of
them shout at us in an unknown tongue.
The first two men step inside our doorway. We calmly ask them
to leave--this is our house. We and our family have lived here
for generations, we say. This is where we were born and where
our ancestors are buried.
The first two men pay no attention. They motion to the men
with torches, and those men begin lighting fires around the foot
of our house. Now we see that there are more men in the
streets, and they are doing the same to the houses of our
neighbors and relatives.
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We call to our family to awaken, but the men are already pulling
them from their beds, shaking them and striking them. One of
the men speaks to us in our language, badly. "Get out!" he
shouts. "This is not your home."
Our whole village is in flames. On the street, our neighbors and
relatives are being forced into lines. The children shiver with the
great cold.
"Why?// we ask,. hoping to understand. "Why do you do this?n
"Our army has conquered your people,." the man who speaks
badly says. "You will walk to a place far;, far away. Many of you
will die on your journe~ from sickness and starvation. When
you arrive, you will see: the land we have sent you to has no
lakes and no trees.
"Final/~

we will take your children from your houses and send

them to our schools, dress them in our clothes, and teach them
our language and our ways. And your children will forget. And
your people will be no more."
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Our History

The nightmare recounted on pages 5 and 6 is no dream, but represents a tiny fragment
of the true experience of our First People.

Rarely has history recorded a more sweeping attempt by one culture to eliminate every
trace of another. The officially-approved solution to what the United States government
called "The Indian Problem" was to destroy our Native American way of life. Often with
the approval of Congress, entire nations were forcibly uprooted and re-settled in other
parts of the United States. Whole tribes were wiped out by smallpox and other diseases
brought by white people. Many were sold into slavery. Some fled to Canada. Others
were massacred.

Treaties guaranteeing Native Americans rights were broken without

hesitation, as our ancestral dwelling places were taken from us.

In particular, the children suffered. Many died from illness or starvation. Many others
were removed from their tam ilies and sent to boarding schools. There, teachers worked
tirelessly to erase the children's "Indian-ness." Their hair was cut. They were made to
wear white people's clothing, and were punished for speaking the only language they
knew, their native tongue. Finally, they were forced to practice a new religion.

Thankfully, this effort to destroy Native American culture was not entirely successful.
And today, many of us are re-educating ourselves in our first language and customs, and
rededicating ourselves to our ancient ideals, including belief in the oneness of nature,
respect for our elders, and the importance of family ties.

8

Who is an "Indian"?

Several years ago a Native American businessman arrived by jet at Rome's international
airport. The moment his foot touched Italian soil, he announced he had just discovered
Italy and was claiming ownership of Italy and its inhabitants for his nation across the
ocean.

Other travelers who witnessed this scene were amused and recognized that the
gentleman was joking.

Yet the manner in which Christopher Columbus and other

explorers "discovered" the people of North and South America was identical, and the
aftermath no joke, but a legacy of misery and death lasting into our modern times.

There were no "Indians" until foreign explorers mistakenly applied that label to the first
inhabitants of North and South America.

Rather, there were nations as different in

language, customs and religion as England, Spain and Greece. In Michigan, our First
People called themselves the Anishnaabe--"The Original People."

Later European

explorers applied such names as Ottawa, Potawatomi, Ojibway and Chippewa.

In spite of our great differences, the US government viewed all native people as
essentially the same. Today, we Native Americans are named by names we did not
choose, in a language we may not speak, and are governed by laws we did not write.

Federal and state laws refer to "Indians." Who is an Indian?

How is "Indian-ness"

defined? The answer is so complicated that entire books have been written about it.
(Felix Cohen's Handbook of Federal Indian Law, considered by most experts to be the
definitive text on all US legislation affecting Native Americans, is 662 pages long.)
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Federal law recognizes the right of each Indian tribe to determine its membership
eligibility requirements. Thus, membership requirements vary from tribe to tribe. Some
tribes' regulations allow any descendant of a tribal member to become a member.
Other tribes require a certain degree of blood relationship.

Many tribes have a unique legal status under federal law because the United States
government maintains a political relationship with them.

Other tribes have been

ignored by the federal government and are referred to as "unrecognized tribes." Some
people do not belong to a tribe with which the Federal government maintains a political
relationship, even though they are Indian and live a traditional Native American life.2

The United States government has developed a tangle of regulations related to Indian
status. Because of the complexity of this subject, those of us who need specific advice
should consult the state Commission on Indian Affairs (the address is on page 44), a
tribal administration center, an urban inter-tribal council center, Michigan Indian Legal
Services, the Federal Bureau of Indian Affairs, a Native American cultural center, someone
who specializes in tribal law, or the enrollment clerk of the tribe of origin.

Because our present-day federal and state governments recognize that grave injustices
occurred in the past, our Native American children now have a few entitlements,
including a right to tuition waivers for higher education. Having our children legally
recognized as Native American is important so they may receive benefits to which they
are entitled. For a list of other actions we must take on behalf of our children, see page

35.

A child who is all or even part Indian generally falls under the legal jurisdiction of his or
her tribe of origin. Included in the Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978 is language stating
that an Indian child cannot be adopted or even placed in foster care without the tribe's
permission.
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Unfortunately, this Act, designed to prevent the loss of a tribe's children, does not
entirely solve this problem. For example, the legal status of children in unrecognized
tribes is uncertain. Children who are not enrolled members of recognized tribes may not
be protected. The Act does not solve multi-jurisdictional disputes or conflicts between
tribal codes. Finally, the Indian Child Welfare Act does not prevent the placement of a
Native American child in a non-Native family when no other family is available. The
vigorous recruiting of Native American foster and adoptive families is a vital step in
ensuring the placement of children with community members.

It is important for all of us, whatever our background, to understand what life was like for
Native Americans before the coming of the Europeans, and what changes occurred after
the European arrival. For those of us adopting, parenting, neighboring, teaching and
loving a Native American child, we need to know our child's roots, what our child has
lost, and what our child can hope to regain.

Finally, we must help our children discover what "being an Indian" means. We must
help them feel proud of their identity as Native Americans in a white world.

This

"walking in two worlds" can be a difficult walk, and our children deserve our support
and love while they find the most comfortable path for themselves.

The real problem today is that people have a need to find
their home.

That's what they're searching for, but

actually home is just right within themselves.
--Vickie Downey, Tewa, Tesuque Pueblo3
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No matter where you live, your Indianness will call to you.

It will never be

silent.
--Marcia Blacklidge, Chippewa, Grand Rapids,
Michigan4

Most people look to elders as teachers. They
are. But we also look at the children, look at
them as teachers.

--Vickie Downey, Tewa, Tesuque PuebloS

We need to know who we are.
--Robert Ryan, American indian,
Detroit, Michigan6
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Teach Me
Teach me,
my Indian child,
what your eye sees
(green and gold trees)
what your ear hears
(sounds of falling tears)
what your heart knows
(warmth to melt snows),
the ancient truths
written in your bone,
child of the First Ones,

child of my own.
--Carolyn Flanders McPherson7
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The Changing Face of Adoption
~--,:
In Pigs in Heaven, Barbara Kingsolver's beautiful novel about the adoption of an
American Indian child, a Cherokee woman explains to a white acquaintance, "We don't
think of ourselves as having extended families. We look at you guys and think you have
contracted families."B

Native American communities are marked by a deep devotion to our children. The clan
system creates large, strong families; extensive kinship ties mean that many people have
an interest in the raising of the children. As one expert describes it, "In our culture,
parenting is everyone's responsibility."9

In the past, outsiders have not always understood the many branches the Indian family
may have. We, however, see nothing unusual in far-reaching family bonds, in raising
children in several households, or in informal adoption arrangements.

Informal adoption occurs for many reasons.

Sometimes a child's birth family cannot

care for the child. Sometimes there is trouble at home. A couple with many children
may offer one of their children to a childless couple to raise. Whatever the reason, our
community responds with generous, committed people ready to be caregivers. Through
informal adoption, the child can grow up in a family setting and be blessed with family
continuity.

Sadly, those involved in an informal adoption sometimes have problems. It may not be
clear, for example, what the responsibilities of each participant are. The birth parents,
foster parents, and the child may suffer anxieties because of the situation's informality.
The birth parents may wonder: "Am I part of my child's life or not?" The foster parents
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may find they cannot dedicate themselves emotionally to the child because of the
uncertainty of their arrangement. They may worry: "VVhen will they come to take her
back?" The child may crave permanence, may ask: "just who IS my father? And who IS
my mother?"

Other, legal, difficulties may arise. Without the required legal documents, it may be
difficult for a foster parent to enroll a child in school or for a grandmother to get
emergency medical treatment tor her grandchild. Travel abroad without legal adoption
documents for the child may be hard--even impossible.

Then legal guardianship or

formalized legal adoption may be necessary.

Formalized legal adoption has not been popular in our community, and for good reason.
We endured the pain and disruption of removal and assimilation policies, and adoption
is a reminder of those policies. Too, adoption has often been the method by which our
families were broken up and the children scattered. Even in present times, too many
Indian children have been lost to the non-Indian world, and frequently this loss was
accomplished through adoption.

Yet formalized, legal adoption, with an emphasis on same-culture adoption, is a
legitimate, loving option that should be openly discussed by all of us committed to the
well-being of our children. We must support those generous birth parents who make the
difficult decision to give their child into the care of others.

We must help families

achieve permanence. We must also re-examine our views about adoption, and work to
overcome the negative language we so often see associated with it.

Children need homes. Adoption can offer all of us a marvelous opportunity to open our
hearts and our lives to children with a variety of backgrounds and capabilities as we
create permanent, loving families.

Adoption Is Different
Adopting a child is not the same as giving birth to a child. Yet many of us see adoption
as a beautiful opportunity to build a family by finding a family for a child who has none.

People adopt for many reasons.

They may long to be parents, but find themselves

unable to conceive. They may have a health problem that makes pregnancy ill-advised
or dangerous. They may hope to provide a family for one of the world's children in
need. They may be single and wish to experience the joys of parenthood.

How is adoption different from giving birth? First, many people who decide to adopt are
infertile. As Michael Gold writes in And Hannah Wept, for many people "childlessness is
like a death." 10 Bystanders with birth children rarely understand the sense of trying and
failing, the feelings of inadequacy and shame, the medical struggles, and the shattered
dreams of motherhood or fatherhood many who are infertile experience, or how
important it is for them to mourn this loss for healing to occur.

For whatever reason people decide to adopt, adopting is different from giving birth in a
second important way: hopeful parents can be "expectant" for years.

They will be

subjected to personal questions and intense scrutiny that may seem invasive. They may
feel they have lost control over their lives as they await the actions and judgments of
others. A few may encounter rejection because of their race or ethnic background.

Those who adopt often have anxieties birth parents do not. Birth parents rarely ask
themselves, "Will my child like me?" Adoptive parents often do. They may worry, too,
about their child's life before he or she joined their family.

"Did our child suffer

traumatic experiences? Am I equal to this challenge? Can I have an impact on this
child?"
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Adoption differs from giving birth in another exceedingly important way: adoptees begin
their lives with other parents, their birth parents. Adopted children may have roots quite
different from those of their adoptive parents, including different race, ethnic
background~

heredity, ability and experience.

Those early roots have consequences for the child's physical and emotional health. For
example, infant mental health specialists now believe that an infant placed for adoption
may actually grieve for those lost birth parents, and that a baby's sadness or inconsolable
crying may be part of that grieving. Whatever the age of the child, when the child seems
unhappy, it's easy for new parents to assume the child doesn't like them. In fact, the
child may be reacting naturally to the new and different situation.

Whether a child joins a family by birth or adoption, becoming a family takes time and
effort. Some family therapists recommend an "adoption leave" to help families achieve
bonding.

The grieving and loss felt by an older child will need to be addressed.

Patience, perseverance and the support of counselors and friends will help the new
family through initial rough spots.

In later life, adoptees and their birth parents sometimes seek each other out. This does
not mean the adoptee was dissatisfied with the adoptive family. Rather, it is usually a
natural facet of the search that human beings have conducted throughout the ages,
striving to learn "Who am I?"

Because we need to know about ourselves, experts recommend that children be given
many opportunities to learn about their culture of origin. Especially in the case of Native
American children, old movies and even older prejudices present us with many negative
stereotypes about Native Americans.

By introducing our children to positive ex-

periences--good books, trips, Native American events, cultural centers, Native American
role models and other Native American children--we can hope to armor our children
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against the racism they are likely to encounter.

Whatever a child's background, if we are to truly understand the life-long experience we
call adoption, we must see that there are four parties to every adoption: the child, the
birth parents, the adoptive parents, and the community.

All four will have many

questions. Even if the child was in the birth parents' care for only a brief time, he or she
will someday ask: "Why couldn't my birth parents keep me?"

The birth parents will

wonder: "Whatever happened to my child?" The adoptive parents will ask themselves,
"How will I cope with the unknown?" Finally, our community should ask, "How can we
help?"

,
'.
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The Spiritual Foundations
of Adoption
Children are sacred. They are living
treasures, gifts from the Great Spirit
--Betty Laverdure, Ojibway, South Dakotall

The Great Spirit speaks to all of us, and to
each of us in our own language.
--Marcia

Blacklidge, Chippewa,

Grand Rapids,

Michigan12

But when the fullness of the time had come, God sent
his Son ... that we might receive adoption as children.
--Paul's letter to the Galatians, 4:4-5

Worship is a sacred duty, however one feels called
to commune with God.
--Jo Ellen Leith, Potawatomi, Fulton, Michigan13
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Native American spiritual traditions are not the same as Judeo-Christian ones. Most of
us who practice the traditional spirituality do not believe the Creator is represented by
only one teaching, one ritual or one correct view of the world. Rather, we believe the
Creator speaks to all of us, and to each of us in our own way.

Respect for and conservation of nature's bounty is an ancient Native American tradition
that has recently been embraced by the dominant culture. In Native American tradition,
everything--the earth, sky, rocks, seas, plants, animals, and people--is the work of the
CreatoL

Because we are related to every part of the natural world, we have a

responsibility to live in harmony with it. And because we are all part of the natural order,
in our view of the universe, no person can own the land.

Many early Christian missionaries held quite different opinions. They thought it was
their duty to save the people they called "savages" from their "devil-worshipping" by
stamping out the old practices and converting the people to Christianity, which the
missionaries viewed as the one true faith.

Thousands of Indians were converted to Christianity, sometimes forcibly. Many children
were removed from their homes and sent to religious boarding schools. Frequently the
practice of Native American religions was made illegaL As one Catholic priest describes
it, "For all the good we did, many see us as the tool of oppression."14

In spite of the early attempts to obliterate Native American beliefs, they are alive and
flourishing. Today, many of us are struggling to reconcile our Christian training with a
new interest in the traditional spirituality.

This reconciliation can be difficult.

Some

people feel there is no way, as one elder expresses it, "to hold the eagle feather and the
pipe, and still hold the rosary and the Bible."
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Others hold different views.

An elder who is a devout Catholic says, "Because we

recognize the sacred within the Great Spirit, we recognize that all of creation is sacred, all
life is sacred. We are sacred. Our children are sacred. It is not hard for me to reconcile
the pipe and the eagle feather with sacred scriptures or sacred teachings." She adds, "I
truly respect the doctrines that teach love of one another, whether they be Christian or
traditional."lS

Both Native American and Judeo-Christian traditions speak to us about the spiritual
foundations of adoption.
children is strong.

In both traditions, the obligation to love and protect our

As Janice Sundown Hallett of the Seneca Nation says, "You will

welcome all children."16

This is not very different from Jesus's counsel: "Whoever

welcomes this little child in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me
welcomes the one who sent me; for the least among all of you is the greatest" (Luke

9:48).

Both traditions remind us to reflect on our children and our children's children. Native
American speakers often say, "We must think of the seven generations to come." In the
same way, the Old and New Testaments make references to our duty to all God's
children: "Let the little children come to me," Jesus says in Matthew 19:14, "and do not
stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs."

Families are the social foundation of both the Native American and the Judeo-Christian
way of life: children who need families are a community responsibility. In our modern
world, this responsibility for helping children without parents goes beyond geographic
boundaries. "Our children" may be born in any country around the globe.

Just as our understanding of geographic boundaries has changed, so has our use of the
word "orphan."

In ancient times, when most women had no independent source of

income and were viewed as needing a man's care, "orphan" often meant a child without
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a father, even though the child's mother was living.

Today we rarely use the term

because most children waiting for adoption have parents who are living, but unable to
care for them.

Whatever our spiritual tradition, for those children who need families, and those families
who need children, adoption is a blessing indeed.

This is
\u Lhe evet.JiA.>Q,
__
,

_.j

l?:>y : rY1eLiet'"'~ c eo::.G ~e : I~~
Children are ... the foundation of the human spirit. They
may be brought to us in many ways, and one of those is
adoption.
~-Bruce

D. Trobridge, Odawa (Ottawa), Grand Rapids, Michigan17
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18 Ways We Can Celebrate Families

It takes a whole village to raise a child.
--Traditional proverb

A child is the greatest gift of all.
--Robert Ryan, American Indian, Detroit, Michigan18

A

child is our most precious treasure, the object of our longing and our love. The arrival

of a child, whether by birth or adoption, is the occasion to express our interest,
encouragement, help and our unbounded joy.

Here are 18 ways we can support and celebrate adopting families.
support from the moment the decision to adopt is made.

Let's begin our

~~~
1. Let's show we understand.
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For those of us who decide to adopt, the wait for a child can last years and be extremely
stressful.

People who experience difficulties and disappointments deserve our

encouragement and our support in their wish to be parents.

2. When the child arrives, let's be welcoming.
The arrival of an adopted child should be accompanied by rejoicing, not embarrassment
or silence.

Let's be "greeters."

Let's wish the family and their new child

"Congratulations!" and "Welcome!"

A nearby Native American center can be instrumental in that welcoming. There the child
will be greeted as a member of the community, and can develop socially and spiritually.

Every one of us can share in the welcoming. As the adoptive parent of three older
children writes, "Nothing meant as much to my children as the moments of celebrated
welcoming: being welcomed into a church community, being welcomed into several of
their parents' family and friend groups through a variety of showers, being welcomed
into the neighborhood community, being welcomed into the school. ... More recently
they have been welcomed into baseball and softball teams."19
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A Greeting to a Child at Its Birth

My heart is filled with joy when I see you here,
as the brooks till with water,
when the snows melt in the spring,
and I feel glad,

as the ponies are when the fresh grass starts
in the beginning of the year.
I heard of your coming/ when I was many sleeps away,
and I made but a few camps before I met you.
I knew that you had come

to do good to me and to my people.
I look for the benefits/ which would last forever,
and so my face shines with joy as i look upon you.
--Ten Bears, Yamparika Comanche

3. Appreciate the family.
We need to show the adopting family we value them as they are--that we consider an
adoptive family to be every bit as real and important as a birth family.

Sometimes the public, and even professionals, ask, "Who are the real parents?"

parents are the people who love and raise the child.

Real

25

4. Encourage celebration.
Let's celebrate the arrival of the child by planning or helping with a joyous occasion: an
adoption party, a traditional feast featuring corn soup and fry bread, a neighborhood gettogether--or several of these!

Some families will create unique adoption ceremonies

based on adoption literature, poetry, songs, and activities reflecting the child's Native
American heritage.

For several other examples, see page 31.

5. Give gifts.
Bring the newly adopted child a welcoming present just as we would a newborn birth
child, or make a donation to a charity in the child's name.

6. Offer help.
Having a new person in a family can be exhausting. Rather than saying, "Call me if you
need something," let's make specific offers of help: "What would be the best day to help
you clean house?" "May I bring you dinner Wednesday night?"

0
7. Offer respite.
Most families will appreciate offers of respite--moments when they can step outside the
demands of their new situation. Let's give the gift of time so those in need can get away:
"Why don't you two go out to dinner and a movie? I'll give your Jesse his supper and
then we'll go to the library."

8. Offer emotional support.
After the arrival of their new child, it is natural for parents to feel ambivalence, doubt,
wony, and the strains any new family situation--even a happy one--can create. Parents
may worry about satisfying their child's need for knowledge about his or her Native
American heritage. If the child has a disability, anxieties about being an effective parent
may be multiplied.

Ask the parent, "How are you doing today?" Even when we imagine we have nothing to
offer in the way of useful suggestions, our willingness to listen, encourage, and problemsolve with the new parent will be invaluable support.
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9. Be patient.
Families take time to develop.
traveling different paths.

Before the adoption, the children and parents were

Eventually those paths will merge.

Especially when older

children are adopted, we need to have realistic expectations about the time, effort and
enormous commitment such family-building takes.

10. Offer spiritual support.
As one parent expresses it, "Adoption is a powerfully divine experience."20

Adoption often challenges people to think about the spirituaL They may ask, "Why have
I suffered? What is the Creator's will? What are my goals? Are these things compatible?
Am I equal to this responsibility?"

Our willingness to discuss ethical and spiritual concerns will help our family and friends
sort through these important considerations, to distinguish between life's trials and
blessings.

11 . Share life experiences.
let's talk honestly about the challenges--our doubts and questions--as well as the joys of
parenthood. New parents may find it comforting to be reminded that, in the adventure
called parenting, we all start as amateurs!

And God saw we were not able to let our children go.
And so God created teenagers.27

12. Be adoption sensitive.
Life events--Mother's Day, Thanksgiving, Christmas, a birthday, the anniversary of the
adoption finalization--even drawing a family tree in school--may raise a variety of
emotions in families created by adoption. We should be understanding and allow the
child to talk--or be silent--about life's events and their significance.

1 3. Let's use and teach others adoption-friendly language.
Adoption often touches sensitive areas, including the pain and disappointment of
infertility, and adoption worries.

We need to avoid expressions that negatively label

adoption. Adoption is a wonderful opportunity, not an unfortunate last resort.

Sometimes we thoughtlessly ask, "Who are the real parents?" The people who raise and
love their child are the child's real parents.

For suggestions about adoption-friendly language we can use and teach others, see page

33.
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14. Be involved.
Let's be aware of and sensitive to adoptive families and their needs.

We can, for

example, help them find or organize adoption and Native American support groups for
parents, younger children, teens or the entire community.

15. Become adoption and Native American literate.
Much has been written about the adoption experience. We can become better informed
about this important way to care for our children. We also need to learn more about the
Native American experience, its history, its beauty and its values.

A brief list of resources for further study and support begins on page 41.

16. Let's begin an "adoption celebration chain."
Let's share adoption information and resources.

Let's talk to family, friends and

acquaintances about the value of adoption, and encourage them to speak to others. The
negative view some hold of adoption will vanish in the face of our enthusiasm!

17. We must encourage our community leaders.
Let's become advocates for our Native American adopted children. We must encourage
our community leaders--our elders, priests, ministers, principals, teachers, scoutmasters,
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lawmakers, and judges--to promote the understanding and integration of our adopted
Native American children into the classroom, neighborhood and our places of worship.

let's ask our schools, libraries, community centers and universities to acquire books and
other resources that promote a positive view of both adoption and Native American
heritage.

When we raise the sensitivity of our leaders, we can make community-wide progress in
overcoming misunderstandings, stereotyping and negative labeling.

18. let's stay supportive.
Adoption is a life-long process. We must stay involved. Difficulties can arise in adoptive
families, just as they arise in biological families, at any time of life.

It is natural, for

example, for children to question their parents, their adoption and their heritage, and
this may be exceedingly painful.

Most of life's difficulties can be dealt with if we become more knowledgeable about an
adversity, learn coping skills, and give and receive emotional support

My friends, how desperately do we
need to be loved and to love.
--Chief Dan George

Adoption Ceremonies

The ceremonies is only one aspect of our lives.
Everything is a circle. It continues. It goes on.
--janice Sundown Hallett, Seneca, Buffalo, New York22

Our ceremonies are so beautiful. God made them

just for us.
-- Jo Ellen Leith, Potawatomi, Fulton, Michigan23

There is rich diversity in the way we celebrate life's events. We are fortunate we can
choose the kind of celebration and the degree of ethnic flavor we find most comfortable
and meaningful.

An adoption celebration or welcoming feast can take place in the

Native American community center, the courtroom, the church or in the home, as the
parents and family prefer,

Some new parents feel their adoption finalization is a strictly legalistic proceeding, like
signing a contract. Others feel an adoption is a spiritual commitment like marriage, and
will choose to make some religious observance of the event. Most find that adopting is
a turning point and want to commemorate it as a powerful life-changing experience.
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The possibilities for celebrating an adoption are endless. Adoption-sensitive judges are
usually delighted to permit a courtroom ceremony; complete with cameras and
videotaping. One couple created an original adoption ceremony and used poems from
Perspectives on a Grafted Tree/ edited by Patricia Irwin johnston and containing many

beautiful poems about adoption. (For information about ordering this book, see page
42.) Some might wish to contact a Native American center for appropriate suggestions
relating to the child's Native American heritage. Others might celebrate in their church
with prayers, a reading and a blessing.
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Adoption-Friendly Language

People sometimes lapse into phrases that are thoughtless or hurtful, that speak
negatively of adopted or Native American children or that ignore the adopting parents'
worry and pain.
Most people want to say the right thing, and only need to be shown how. If they offend
us, it is not impolite for us to say so. As one expert phrases it so eloquently, "If we
receive the gift of a child, we must be assertive on behalf of that child."24

An adult adoptee offers this advice: "If someone says something negative about

adoption, tell them the truth. Say, 'We're an adopted family, and we're proud of that."'

Negative Phrases to Avoid:

t

These kinds of negative statements grow out of the view that we are worthless if we
don't give birth to children:
Too bad they couldn't have children of their own!
It's amazing how often women get pregnant after they adopt. Maybe that
will happen!
How can they be sure they'll love him?
What happened to her real parents?

These kinds of negative statements reflect racism and stereotyping:
They're so brave (or wonderful or crazy).
a dreadful experience with that child ....

My friends adopted, and they had

Of course, they'll have to expect less from that adopted child than if he was
really theirs.
Does she understand English?
He sure doesn't look Indian!

Adoption-friendly phrases we can use:
Their child (instead of "their adopted child")
The child's biological (or birth) parents (instead of "the real parents")
A child from abroad (instead of "a foreign child")
A child with special needs (instead of "a handicapped child" or "a retarded child").
Many people, however, find the phrase "special needs" distasteful, too. Why is it
necessary to label a child?
The parent (instead of "adoptive parent," "stepparent," "foster parent" or "guardian")

When we ourselves use adoption-friendly language, we educate others and help them
understand. As one adult adoptee says, "All I want is for our community to be sensitive
to adoption." Another adoptee says, "I want people to understand the value of those
who adopt. It takes a strong, unique and loving person to take on the challenge of
adoption. People who adopt are sometimes looked at as people who have come in
second place. As an adult adoptee, I say that parents who adopt finish the race in first
place every time!"25

35

What Must We Do
for Our Native American Child?

We Native Americans want the best for our children.

We want our children to be

physically and spiritually healthy. And we want our children to be comfortable with
themselves and at peace with the world.

As one expert puts it, "We must help our

children become themselves."26

What must we do for our child? Here are several recommendations:

1. If it hasn't been done already, we must establish our child's status with
the

United

States

government

and the

tribe

of origin

as

quickly

as

possible.

This can be complicated.

A Native American child does not automatically receive

services or benefits: he or she must first be enrolled in a recognized tribe. Ask the agency
or the child's social worker about our child's status. If the worker does not know, contact
a tribal administration center, an urban inter-tribal council center, Michigan Indian Legal
Services, the Federal Bureau of Indian Affairs (which may be able to act as a third party
and furnish some information about the child's tribal affiliation), a Native American
cultural center, someone who specializes in tribal law, the enrollment clerk of the tribe of
origin or the state's Commission on Indian Affairs. The Michigan Commission on Indian
Affairs can also provide a "Tracing Your Indian Ancestry" packet. Their address is on
page 44.
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Many Native American agencies are overburdened, and we may have to be persistent to
acquire the necessary documentation, but it's important and will be well worth the
effort.

2. Let's be open about the fact of our child's adoption, and proud of our
Native American heritage.

Until recently, adoption in the United States was clouded in secrecy and shame.
Adoption literature told of case after case in which parents hid their child's adoption.
And when the child (as usually happens) discovered the secret, the situation was
frequently painful for everyone.

We now believe that children do better when the fact of their adoption is openly
discussed. We also believe that children do best when they are kept in touch with their
history and culture of origin. Our Native American children have every right to be proud
of their heritage. We must give them the opportunity for that pride.

3. Let's contact local Native American centers and learn what services they
offer.

The Michigan Commission on Indian Affairs has a directory of every Indian agency in the
state. The Commission's address is on page 44.

4. We must talk with our children about who they are.

We must help our children discover their full identity; to do this, we need to assess the
child's present understanding of his or her culture, including history, language, and self-
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image. We must acknowledge the child's existing community, including other family
members. As a first step in this process, we can refer to our child's nation of affiliation-Potawatomi, Odawa (Ottawa) or Chippewa, for example--instead of simply "Native
American" or "Indian."

5. let's discover our Native American resources.

let's enroll our children in a Saturday school that teaches Native American language and
customs.

A "talking circle" allows children to share their experiences.

Today's libraries

and book stores carry outstanding books written with a positive view of Native American
heritage. (A reading list for Native American children can be found on page 40.)

We

can attend pow wows or ceremonies celebrated across the state.

Tribal administration offices and cultural centers are in contact with culturists and
traditionalists who can teach us about customs and celebrations.

6. We must show we value our heritage.

Native American children raised with negative attitudes about Native Americans will
develop low self-esteem.

We need to demonstrate our pride in our history and our

culture.

Something as simple as using good, culturally appropriate manners at a pow wow can
demonstrate our regard for our Native American heritage.

Loud voices, immodest

clothing and picture-taking at pow wows are impolite. If we are considerate guests at
these events, our children will know we honor them as well.
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7.

We must recognize that there are times when being both a Native

American and a child living in the United States today will cause confusion
--even internal conflict.

"Walking in two worlds" isn't easy. For example, contemporary society often suggests
that acquiring money or possessions is one of life's most important goals.

Yet

materialism and the ownership of private property are contrary to traditional Native
American teachings.

In the same way, children in our public schools are taught individuality and
independence.

But the Native American way values interdependence, the strong

extended family, and the importance of the community.

At one time I was administering college scholarships, and
at first I couldn't understand why my Native American
students never had any money. And then I learned this
was because they were sharing their scholarships with
everyone in their family. The notion of being selfish with
their money was completely foreign to them.
--Former counselor at the University of Michigan
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8. We must find outstanding schools for our children.

The school dropout rate among Native American children is very high--over 50%--and
may be one of the consequences of the disastrous boarding school experience. We
must find excellent, exciting, culturally aware schools for our children. Being advocates
for our children's needs with school administrators and staff is also essential.

9. Above all else, we must love our child unconditionally.

The single most important thing we do that develops healthy children with positive selfesteem is to love our children as they are and let them know we do.

Lullaby for a Girl

Little maid child
Little sweet one!
Little girl!
Though a baby,
Soon a-playing
With a baby
Will be going
Little maid child!
Little woman so delightful!27
--Zuni lullaby
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Books for Our

Native American Children
There are many excellent books available to children of all ages. Among these are:
Brother Eagle, Sister Sky: A Message from Chief Seattle, with exquisite illustrations by
Susan Jeffers, Dial Books, New York, 1991. This book, an Abby Book Award
winner, is appropriate for all ages.
Com is Maize by Aliki, Harper and Row, New York, 1986. Charmingly illustrated, for
ages 4-8.
Growing Up Indian by Evelyn Wolfson, Walker, New York, 1987. Illustrated, for ages
10 and up.
Keepers of the Earth by Michael J. Caduto and Joseph Bruchac (Sozap), Fulcrum
Publishing, Inc., Golden, Colorado, 1988. This activities book about nature has
black and white illustrations and is suitable for older children and their favorite
adults.
The Legend of the Indian Paintbrush by Tomie De Paola, Putnam, New York, 1988.
Color illustrations, ages 4 - 8.
Little Firefly (An Algonquin Legend) by Terri Cohlene, Watermill Press, Vero Beach,
Florida, 1990. For middle school children, with color illustrations.
Native American Stories by Joseph Bruchac (Sozap), Fulcrum Publishing, Inc., Golden,
Colorado, 1991. Black and white illustrations, for children 10 and up.
Nishnawbe by Lynne Deur, River Road Publications, Inc., Spring Lake, Michigan, 1981.
Illustrated with line drawings, ages 7-12.
People of the Three Fires by James A. Clifton, George L. Cornell, and James M.
McCiurken, Grand Rapids Inter-Tribal Council, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1986.
Illustrated. This classic is suitable for ages high school to adult.
Books by Caldecott Award-winning author and artist Paul Goble. Among his works,
which can be appreciated by anyone with a love of outstanding art, are Dream Wolf,
lktomi and the Panther, Star Boy, The Great Race, and Buffalo Woman.
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Resources for
Further Study and Support
(Please note that this is only a partial listing and is not an endorsement of any agency or
service named.)

1.

Contact RESOLVE, Inc., which offers counseling and referral services specifically
dealing with infertility. They can direct you to the nearest local chapter.
RESOLVE
1 31 0 Broadway
Somerville, Massachusetts 02144-1731
phone: (617) 623-0744

2.

Consult The Adoption Resource Book by Lois Gilman, (HarperCollins Publishers,
New York, 1992), one of the most detailed and complete compilations available
to those interested in every facet of adoption.

3.

In Michigan, those seeking specifically Native American adoption services can
contact:
Michigan Indian Child Welfare Agency
405 E. Easterday
Sault Ste. Marie, Ml 49783
(906) 632-6896
Benogi Child Placement Agency
1 501 Marquette Ave.
Sault Ste. Marie, Ml 49783
(906) 632-6238
Or contact an office of the Michigan Indian Child Welfare Agency near you.
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4.

There are a number of agencies that specialize in international adoptions:
Americans for International Aid and Adoption
877 South Adams
Birmingham, Ml 48009
(313) 645-2211
Bethany Christian Services
901 Eastern Avenue, NE
Grand Rapids, Ml 49503
(616) 459-6273 (Corporate office; they can refer you
to a nearby branch office)
Latin America Parents Association (LAPA)
PO Box 339
Brooklyn NY 11234
(718) 236-8689

5.

Read Reflections on a Grafted Tree, an anthology of many beautiful poems about
adoption. The anthology is published by Perspectives Press, PO Box 90318,
Indianapolis, Indiana, 46290-0318, and is copyright 1983.

6.

Contact the National Resource Center for Special Needs Adoption (Spaulding for
Children). The National Resource Center offers advice, resource materials and
training regarding children with special needs.
National Resource Center for Special Needs Adoption
1 6250 Northland Drive
Suite 120
Southfield, Ml 48075
phone: (313) 443-7080

7.

Contact one of the major American centers for adoption information. Among
them are:

'

The North American Council on Adoptable Children (NACAC) is an adoption
advocacy organization that promotes the adoption of special needs children.
They can direct you to a state chapter.
NACAC
1821 University Avenue West N-498
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St. Paul, Minnesota 55104-2803
phone: (612) 644-3036

AFA offers packages of information and has affiliates around the country.
Adoptive Families of America (AFA)
3333 Highway 100 North
Minneapolis, Minnesota 55422
phone: (612) 535-4829
The Clearing-House offers information on the adoption process, agencies, laws,
publications, and pre- and post-adoption resources. They can also inform you of
speakers and consultants in your locale.
National Adoption Information Clearing-House
11426 Rockville Pike
Rockville, MD 20852
phone: (301) 231-6512

8.

Read Adopting the Older Child, by Claudia L jewett (Harvard Common Press,
Boston, 1978). As the title suggests, this book touches on the issues particular to
the adoption of older children.

9.

Read How It Feels to Be Adopted by Jill Krementz (Knopf, New York, 1982). Based
on the personal stories of 19 children, How It Feels to Be Adopted is touching and
thought-provoking, and could be shared by parents and their older children.

10.

In the event you encounter prejudice in the adoption process, contact:
in Michigan:
Department of Civil Rights
5th Floor
State Plaza Building
1200 Sixth Street
Detroit, Ml 48226
(313) 256-2663
or your local legal Aid Society or Native American services center.
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11 .

In Michigan: For post-adoption services, contact your county Community Mental
Health office about your local post-adoption network and other programs
available under the MPASS (Michigan Post Adoption Services System) Project.
Or: Contact your county probate court or the adoption agencies in your
community or the tribal office that handled your adoption.
Or: Contact MARE (Michigan Adoption Resource Exchange) for a monthly book
containing photos and write-ups about waiting special needs children;
information on any aspect of adoption, including access to adoption records and
search support groups; newsletters; and speakers on adoption issues. The MARE
book is available through adoption agencies or by contacting:
MARE
P0Box6128
Jackson, Ml 49204-6128
phone: 1-800-589-6273

12.

There are many excellent books about the adoption experience.
reading:

®

Consider

Being Adopted: The Lifelong Search for Self, by David Brodzinsky, Marshall D.
Schechter, and Robin Marantz Henig, (Doubleday, New York1 1992);' a scholarly
analysis of how adoption affects everyone it touches.
Lost and Found: The Adoption Experience, by Betty Jean Lifton, (Harper and Row,
New York, 1988).

1 3.

For further information about a child's benefits and services, contact a Native
American services agency or the state Commission on Indian Affairs.
In Michigan:
Michigan Commission on Indian Affairs
611 W. Ottawa
Third Floor, North Tower
PO Box 30026
lansing, Ml 48909
phone: (517) 373-0654
FAX: 335-1 652
The Commission publishes a directory that includes all of Michigan's tribes,
agencies, tribal judges and courts, tribal attorneys, enrollment officers,
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genealogical services, urban groups, business development offices,
Indian
education programs, health and human services, artists, newspapers and
publishers. Ask for the Michigan Indian Directory.

14.

Becoming educated about our Native American heritage is a way to support our
children. Among the books available on Native American history, language,
customs and spirituality are several that are especially good for those of us who
are new to these important subjects:
People of the Three Fires, by James A. Clifton, George L. Cornell, and James M.
McCiurken (Grand Rapids Inter-Tribal Council, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1986)
is a classic about the history and culture of Michigan's Odawa, Potawatomi and
Ojibway people. Illustrated.
American Indians by Jack Utter (National Woodlands Publishing Company, Lake
Ann, Michigan, 1993) gives easy-to-read and . sensitive answers to today's
questions about American Indians. Topics include the Indian people; myths,
misinformation and stereotypes; culture and religion; legal status; and lists of
agencies and national Indian organizations. Copies of this book may be ordered
through bookstores or through Publishers Distribution Service, 6893
Sullivan Road, Grawn M149637. Phone: (800) 345-0096.
The Insight Guide to Native America, John Gattuso, Editor (Houghton Mifflin,
Boston, Massachusetts, 1993). While this colorful and affordable guide to
present-day Native America focuses prtmarily on the western tribes, it includes a
thoughtful treatment of Native American subjects and contains many beautiful
photographs.
The Native Americans: An Illustrated History by David Hurst Thomas, Jay Miller,
Richard White, Peter Nabokov and Philip Deloria (Turner Publishing, Inc., Atlanta
Georgia, 1993). This lavish volume is far more than just a coffee table book: its
magnificent Native American artwork and sensitive treatment of Native American
history, customs and spirituality will educate everyone who opens it.
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This guidebook was written by Carolyn Flanders McPherson for the Michigan Post
Adoption Services System. Other works in this series (also by Carolyn Flanders
McPherson) are Let's Celebrate Adoption: a Guide to the jewish Community and i Viva Ia
adopci6n!: A Guide to Adoption for Hispanic Christians and Their Congregations. The
original portrait of Chief Sitting Bull is by jeremy Mario Minton. Additional artwork is by
Walter Altiman, Hous.am Baydoun, Melissa Cross, Mark Perez, Sheila Pierzynowski, Efrain
Quintana and Chris Yepez, children of the First American Youth Prevention Program,
conducted by American Indian Services, Inc., Highland Park, Michigan.
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