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The increase in diversily within the structure of the Jewish family has prompted Jewish
agencies, synagogues, and schools to examine their attitudes and responses to members of
non-traditional families in order to foster the feelings of acceptance and belonging that
strengthen the family and its Jewish identity. This article addresses three areas of diversity—
separation and divorce, intermarriage, and adoption—and recommends ways that Jewish
schools can handle sensitively the needs of non-traditional families.

A_ Ithough one might wish to assume that

hildren and parents in our Jewish
schools and institutions are members of tradi-
tional Jewish nuclear families, contemporary
Jewish life speaks to a different reality. The
Jewish family is experiencing increasing di-
versity in terms of both intermarriage and
family structure. The degree to which non-
traditional families feel a sense of inclusion
in the Jewish community will affect their
feelings of acceptance, formation of asense of
belonging, and hence a more positive Jewish
identity. For children to grow into healthy
adults they must experience a sense of be-
longing first within their families and then
within their schools and communities. Their
positive growth and identity formation must
also include an understanding and accep-
tance of their own uniqueness. Too often, the
language of educators or other professionals,
their own values or stereotypes regarding
forms of family diversity, and their lack of
training in working with non-traditional fami-
lies can contribute to communication and
behavior that may not foster that necessary
acceptance and understanding,

In the summer of 1995, the Jewish Family
Services (JFS) of Central Maryland under the
leadership of Dr. Lucy Steinitz brought to-
gether local Jewish educators and staff mem-
bers of the Council of Jewish Educational
Services in Baltimore and the Baltimore He-
brew University to discuss family diversity in
Jewish schools. In two meetings, this group
investigated concerns arising from family
diversity that affect adversely feelings of be-
longing and acceptance of children and par-

ents in non-traditional families in Jewish
schools and synagogues. The group also
discussed the scope of inclusivity that can be
fostered without sacrificing the central core
of Judaism.

As aschool psychologistin a Conservative
day school, I undertook a further exploration
of how Jewish schools can be sensitive to
children and families experiencing three forms
of diversity. separation and divorce, inter-
marriage, and adoption of children. Al-
though these three situations hardly encom-
pass the variability seen within non-tradi-
tional families, they are the most commonly
experienced ones.

This article is based on my 10 years of
experience in a Jewish day school setting, a
review of the literature, and discussions with
several staff members of JFS. I asked these
staff members to address these three ques-
tions based on their own work with non-
traditional families.

1. What has been helpful or beneficial to
non-traditional families in their school
setting?

2. What has not been helpful?

3. What would you like to see implemented
in Jewish schools to make staff and cur-
ricula more sensitive to the needs of non-
traditional families?

This article addresses each of these three
questions in turn within each area of diver-
sity. Note that some suggested responses deal
specifically with Jewish day schools, whereas
others are applicable across religious and
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secular school systems. This overview does
not address all the implications of these rec-
ommendations, but does offer some ap-
proaches to differences that can foster family
acceptance and support and, it is hoped,
encourage further investigation into ways to
be sensitive to non-traditional families.

FAMILIES AND CHILDREN OF
SEPARATION AND DIVORCE

Within the Jewish community, marriage and
family have always been strong ideals. Yet,
the Jewish divorce rate has been rising steadily
in recent years. The 1990 National Jewish
Population Survey (NJPS: Kosmin et al.,
1991) found that 12 percent of Jewish house-
holds with children were single-parent fami-
lies, in contrast to the national figure of 19
percent. '

Divorce has a direct effect on Jewish iden-
tity. Sally Weber (1993) reported that Jewish
children in single-parent families were less
likely to receive a Jewish education and to
belong to asynagogue than their counterparts
in two-parent households. Moreover second
marriages, especially those of divorced Jew-
ish men, were “more likely to be interfaith
marriages” (Weber, 1993).

In addition, when a marriage ends, all the
relationships and roles within the family are
altered. As Wallerstein (1994) and
Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989) have re-
ported, the parent-child relationship can no
longer be taken for granted by the child. For
if parents can separate from one another, how
can a child feel secure that his or her bond
with a parent will remain intact? Wallerstein
describes a child’s immediate reaction to
marital breakup as one of intense anxiety
along with a hypervigilant monitoring of
family members’ relationships with one an-
other; this hypervigilance can last for years.

Children’s reactions to separation and di-
vorce differ at different ages. Very young
children, highly dependent on their parents,
fear abandonment. Young children are more
likely to take on feelings of responsibility for
the divorce, concluding that their behavior or
even their fantasy wishes caused the breakup.

Guilty feelings arising at the time of the
divorce may persist. The older or latency-
aged child may take on the responsibility for
providing for the emotional or psychological
well-being of the distressed parent(s), a role
that is burdensome to children. Loyalty con-
flicts arise as well. Divorce can interrupt the
normal developmental tasks of adolescence—
identity formation and emotional indepen-
dence from parents—by pulling the child
back into the family or by having an adoles-
cent assume far greater independence than he
or she is ready for emotionally. During the
initial stage of divorce, the most well-mean-
ing and previously competent parent often is
unable to maintain the order, structure, and
consistent behavioral guidelines that chil-
dren need within the home. What resultsisa
general disorganization that further under-
mines the security of the child.

What Has Been Helpful in the
School Setting

During the period of separation and divorce,
schools provide for children the consistency
and continuity that can help them cope with
adifficult time. Moreover, for those children
who have been successful in school, this
arena for gratification maintains their feel-
ings of competence and control. Although
some families choose not to notify the teacher
or school counselor about a separation or
divorce, when they do so, it is helpful in
explaining some changes that school staff
may be noticing in the children. It also helps
parents when teachers may see and report
changes that parents may not see at home.
Parents who do choose to notify the school
often describe feelings of support for both
themselves and their children, thus enabling
parents to feel more in control during a time
of considerable life change and loss. Teach-
ers sensitive to the needs of these families
may be able to provide greater structure,
support, supervision, and/or specific focus-
ing strategies for the children. In addition,
the teacher or school counselor could direct
parents or children to resources in the school
library that might be useful in understanding
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and coping with changes brought about by
divorce.

It is essential for school personnel work-
ing with families experiencing separation
and divorce to maintain a neutral position for
the benefit of the child. Neutral and support-
ive responses to all members of the family
allow the child and parents to experience
school as an environment free from the often
adversarial issues and conflicts within the
family. In particularly contentious divorces,
this position can be difficult for schools to
maintain. However, the ability of the school
to remain outside of the controversy might
help ensure a child’s remaining at the school,
thus providing the continuity so important
for the child. '

It 1s not unusual to have parents, on their
own, contact me, as the school psychologist.
However, sometimes the teacher suggests to
parents that they meet with the mental health
resource in the school for additional informa-
tion or support as needed. The family’s
privacy is best protected if the teacher receiv-
ing the information from the family member
about a change in family structure makes the
parent aware that a mental health resource is
available in'the school or possibly encourages
that contact should the parents or child ap-
pear to be having a particularly difficult time.
However, if the school counselor or psycholo-
gist makes the first call at the request of the
teacher, without the parents’ consent or re-
quest, this well-meaning call of support could
likely be experienced asbetrayal by the teacher
and a loss of parents’ control or privacy.

What Has Not Been Helpful in the
School Setting

Schools sometimes can exceed their bound-
aries in offering additional support. Some
parents have expressed concerns about what
the school might do with the shared informa-
tion. Might they gobeyond their professional
capacity or refer the child to the school men-
tal health resource without the child’s or
parent’s desire or consent?

Adolescents have reported that they do not
want anyone in school to know what is going
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on in their families. Students of this age are
particularly self-conscious and sensitive to
differences and belonging. If parents of ado-
lescents do discuss the family changes with
school staff, adolescents will need assurance
that they will not be treated in any way that
calls attention to their specific situation or
that undermines their personal or family’s
privacy. At the same time, parents might let
the adolescent know who in the school is
aware of the separation or divorce so that the
student would have a supportive resource in
the school should he or she want to initiate
contact. Schools need to be aware of the
special sensitivities of this age and not as-
sume that supportive counseling would be
appreciated without the child’s or parent’s
request.

What Might Be Implemented in the
Schools

Although, in general, children do not talk
with one another about their families, young
children do not always separate or compart-
mentalize their experiences. Sometimes the
curriculum touches a raw nerve and prompts
statements from children that require sensi-
tive handling and perhaps staff training to
respond appropriately. For example, during
a recent workshop for children on conflict
resolution, a child announced to the class,
with more than a little irritation, that if his
parents had known about conflict resolution
strategies they might not have gotten a di-
vorce. Without a moment’s hesitation two
other children responded, “Mine, too!” At
that point three children felt the support of
one another, and the presenter felt the need to
acknowledge and accept the children’s feel-
ings. The presenter also felt the need to
support the parents by acknowledging how in
conflict resolution a decision to separate is
sometimes the chosen resolution. Conflict
resolution was promoted as a beneficial way
to establish positive relationships, but also as
the fairest way to disagree or decide to sepa-
rate when things are not going well. Hence,
although the topics of separation and divorce
may notbe written into the curriculum, schools
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need to make sure their staff receives the
guidance that enables them to be sensitive to
the kinds of responses they may hear from
children and to which they may need to
respond.

In another situation, a young child was
feeling so overwhelmed by her parents’ sepa-
ration that she began totalk about her family’s
problems indiscriminately to anyone in the
school she encountered. This was taxing the
time and skill of many of the school staff
while not giving the child a reliable and
trained source of support. In this instance,
the mental health resource in the school was
able to establish a relationship with the child
and both parents. Since the school and par-
ents recognized that this youngster’s needs
were greater than could be handled by school
support alone, a referral to JFS’s support
group for children of divorce was recom-
mended by the school psychologist. It is
important that Jewish schools know of the
resources available to families in the Jewish
community. Where there are divorcing inter-
faith parents, the school needs to be sensitive
to the diverse needs of the families and be
familiar with a number of resources within
the broader community.

I recommend that schools examine their
policies and formulate strategies that facili-
tate both parents’ involvement in a child’s
education. Ifboth parents can be involved in
the school process, the child’s support and
value of education will be increased. More-
over, both parents will feel a sense of belong-
ing and acceptance in the school and perceive
the school as supportive to them as parents.
When possible, both parents should receive
report cards, calendars of events, and parent
conference schedules. Separate parent-teacher
conferences should be offered and arranged
for parents who prefer not to meet together.
During parent conferences, especially when
the child sees both parents regularly, both the
parents would benefit from knowing about
homework assignments, schedules, and long-
range projects and how each parent might
help the child plan and organize tasks. This
would allow both parents to provide educa-

tional continuity for the child and to establish
a balanced relationship with the child that
includes both responsibilities and recreation.
While achieving joint educational support for
achild often is not easy, and in some cases not
possible, schools should work toward that
direction wherever possible and not simply
abandon the effort.

Last, schools should be sensitive to avoid-
ing the use of language that assumes that
children live with or even have regular con-
tact with both parents. When home assign-
ments require a discussion with or about
family members, we need to acknowledge to
children that we have many kinds of families
in our school. When we teach Jewish family
rituals, we might consider how that ritual can
be accomplished in a single-parent family.
We do not want to remind children of their
losses or differences by using insensitive lan-
guage or inaccurate assumptions or by ex-
cluding their form of family when teaching
traditions of Jewish family life.

FAMILIES AND CHILDREN OF
INTERMARRIAGE

Over the past two generations, the proportion
of Jews who marry Gentiles has increased
enormously. Kosmin (1989) reported that 37
percent of Jewish men and 24 percent of
Jewish women under forty years of age chose
Gentile partners at first marriage. For second
marriages, the rates rose to about 55 percent
for men and 42 percent for women. In the
1995 Survey of Interfaith Families (Mayer &
Miller, 1995), 2.2 percent of all married
households in the United States were found to
have two. Jewish partners and 1.9 percent
were found to have one Jewish and one non-
Jewish partner. Thus, almost one-half of
American marriages with a Jewish partner
were intermarriages.

As expected, intermarriage directly af-
fects Jewish identity. Winer (1985) found
that 70 percent of intermarried couples report
intending to give their children a Jewish
education, but studies in different communi-
ties found that only 25 to 45 percent of these
interfaith families actually put their plans
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into practice. These statistics, along with
other research exploring the causes and con-
sequences of intermarriage, “have helped
change the climate of Jewish opinion about
intermarriage, from “outrage fo outreach”
(Mayer, 1990, p. 205).

Determining how we reach and teach the
Jewish children of interfaith parents in our
schools requires an understanding and blend-
ing of child developmental needs in general
and the specific needs of these families. In
examining the formation of a child’s sense of
self, Petsonk (1990) recognized that children
need to incorporate features of both parents to
form their earliest identity. If a child of an
interfaith couple is to be raised Jewishly, one
must be careful not to diminish the stature of
the non-Jewish parent. In the preschool
years, Petsonk encourages the “positive iden-
tification” with both parents, reminding a
child that he or she is “like your Daddy in
some ways and your Mommy in some ways”
(1990, p. 264). Later, during the latency
years as children remain concrete in their
thinking but become more able to see differ-
ent elements in a situation, one can encourage
the Jewishly raised children of intermarriage
to see themselves as members of the Jewish
religion and also asa combination of different
ethnic groups or cultures. In adolescence, all
children begin their search for their own
individuality and sense of separateness from
parents. Should the Jewishly raised child of
intermarriage seek belonging in a Jewish
youth group or social peer setting, the degree
of acceptance and belonging that youngster
feels may either encourage or discourage his
or her Jewish identity. The Jewish school
must look at the sensitivity of its responses to
these children and their parents. As Petsonk
(1990, p. 261) reminds us, “Be aware of the
psychological distance that the Gentile part-
ner must travel to have a Jewish home.”

What Has Been Helpful in the
School Setting

It is helpful for Jewish school staff to ac-
knowledge other religions and convey re-

spect for the non-Jewish parents, or in the
case of conversion, for the non-Jewish ex-
tended family members. While striving to
teach, strengthen, and preserve Jewish be-
liefs, Jewish schools must be sensitive to
avoid direct or subtle judgments about other
religious beliefs, thus creating loyalty con-
flicts or interfering with a child’s relation-
ship with non-Jewish family members. An
acceptance of diversity within the Jewish
school’s ideology furthers the value and pur-
suit of respect in the school for other differ-
ences within the Jewish community.

The issue of assumption continues to arise
when looking at family diversity. Itis helpful
for schools, especially Jewish preschools, not
to assume that interfaith parents in the school
have decided to raise their child Jewishly. In
a number of cases, the religious decision has
not yet been made, and the preschool was
chosen for reasons that may range from the
Jewish grandparents” paying for tuition to the
school’s logistical advantages. Jewish pre-
schools need to communicate closely with
interfaith families to understand where their
religious leanings lie and to suggest resources
in the Jewish community. Many communi-
ties have programs that explore intermar-
riage family issues and provide opportunities
to learn about Jewish life and traditions.

It is helpful to encourage participation of
non-Jewish parents in the school in areas that
are not related to religious beliefs. Parents
bring a wealth of skills, interests, and volun-
teer service to the school. Encouraging the
sharing of their interests and time can create
a welcoming and accepting atmosphere for
the non-Jewish parent or family member.
When the non-Jewish parent is involved,
parental support for the child’s education in
aJewish school could increase, and the whole
family can experience a sense of belonging,

When an interfaith couple separates or
divorces, keeping the non-Jewish parent as
part of the educational process could be an
important factor in that parent’s decision to
continue supporting, both emotionally and
financially, the child’s remaining in the Jew-
ish day school.
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What Has Not Been Helpful in the
School Setting

Often the non-Jewish parent feels alienated
from the child’s educational and religious
life. The non-Jewish parent does not under-
stand what is going on in the religious service
or in the Judaic curriculum. If the Jewish
school does not extend itself to make the non-
Jewish parent feel welcome in the commu-
nity, the feelings of exclusion increase.

A particularly difficult situation for Jew-
ish day school children of interfaith parents
occurs when non-Jewish family members at-
tempt to undermine the child’s religious be-
liefs or even instill in the child fear of reprisal
for one’s belief. Although the school may
adopt a policy of respect for differences, it
cannot guarantee other’s adherence to it.
This kind of harmful situation for the child
might arise when interfaith parents divorce,
and differences are treated with less respect.
In aJewish day school setting where this issue
arose, the school extended an invitation to the
non-Jewish parent to receive communica-
tions from the school. At the same time, the
Jewish parent was advised to initiate counsel-
ing to see if both parents might work out
healthier religious parameters in their rela-
tionship with the child. In intact interfaith
marriages boundaries may need to be set with
non-Jewish grandparents and other extended
family members.

What Might Be Implemented in the School

Schools might explore whether a group edu-
cational program or workshop for non-Jew-
ish parents or family members (or even the
less Jewishly knowledgeable parent) would
be useful in helping them understand the
Jewish aspects of ritual and the Judaic cur-
riculum. This group forum could provide the
opportunity to look at common concerns in
raising Jewish day school children in an
interfaith family, as well as sharing com-
monly experienced feelings.

If Jewish schools or youth group programs
undertake discussions with children or par-
ents about interfaith dating or marriage,

schools must be sensitive to the fact that a
number of these children will come from
interfaith families. The discussion must leave
room for these participants’ feelings and com-
ments.

CHILDREN ADOPTED INTO
JEWISH FAMILIES

Accordingto the 1990 National Jewish Popu-
lation Survey, 2.7 percent of American Jew-
ish families with children have adopted chil-
dren (Kosmin et al. 1991). This figure in-
cludes both domestic and international adop-
tions. Adoptive families are normal, func-
tional families whose bonds and attachments
are as deep and lasting as those in biological
families. What is unique about the adoptive
family is that it is formed through loss. Thus,
the role of the school in fostering feelings of
inclusion and diminishing discomfort from
feelings of difference is particularly impor-
tant. Steven Nickman, in his article “Chal-
lenges of Adoption” (1996), discusses three
kinds oflosses that adoptees experience. Overt
losses, often experienced by later-adopted
children, include traumas associated with
multiple changesin caregivers. Early-adopted
children may experience more covert losses
to self-esteem resulting from feelings of aban-
donment or rejection by birth parents. Status
losses common to both early and later adoptees
result from looking different from adopted
parents (in the Jewish adoptive experience,
hearing “You don’t look Jewish”), not know-
ing one’s family history, and not knowing
how to handle school assignments such as
“family trees.” All these losses exacerbate
feelings of difference.

Symptoms related to these issues of loss
are more likely to appear after the age of six
or seven when children, developmentally,
can begin to think about their adoption from
the perspective of their birth parents’ deci-
sion not to parent them. Hence, those work-
ing with the school-aged child should be
aware that they may just be beginning to
develop grief reactions to the losses and that
these reactions are normal and necessary and
not an indication of unhappiness in their
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adoptive families (Melina, 1990). At adoles-
cence, when identity issues are intensified,
children may have a more complex identity
formation task as they try to sort out their
similarities and differences from two sets of
parents, one set about which they may know
very little or nothing (Hettleman, 1995).

When a child is adopted into a Jewish
family, the choice of school raises new chal-
lenges and questions. When a family adopts
internationally, this decision must address
whether to increase a child’s sense of belong-
ing by choosing a culturally and racially
diverse setting where Jews are in the minority
or whether to choose a Jewish day school
where the child’s Jewish identity contributes
tothe child’s sense of belonging but his or her
cultural or racial heritage may confer minor-
ity status. Just as parents weigh their deci-
sion, schools also must decide the best way to
approach curriculum and to relate to parents
and children with an understanding of the
adoptive family and a respect for their differ-
ences and challenges.

What Has Been Helpful in the
School Setting

The forward section of an adoption education
curriculum (Illinois Committee for Adop-
tion, 1993) recommends that although teach-
ers may or may not know whether there are
adopted children in their classes, it is best to
assume that there are. This approach not only
allows for sensitivity to the needs of adopted
children but also models respect and an aware-
ness of family differences to all of the chil-
dren.

Using Positive Adoption Language (PAL)
in the classroom (Johnston, 1996) affords the
birth parents, the adoptive parents, and
adoptees maximum respect and allows others
to understand the responsibility, care, and
commitment involved in the family planning
decision. Adoption is a method of joining or
planning a family. Such words and phrases
as “real parents,” “natural siblings,” or “chil-
dren of your own” do not describe the genuine
or enduring quality of family relationships in
the adoptive family. Todifferentiate between

two sets of parents, it is preferable to use
“birth parent, birth mother, birth father” to
describe the woman and man who conceived
the child; the parents who nurture or raise the
child should be referred to as “parent, mother,
father—mommy or daddy.” Johnston re-
minds us that adoption is not a “condition” or
a “disability.” Hence, to refer to a child’s
adoption, it is appropriate to use the past
tense (“Mary was adopted”), referring to the
way in which the child entered the family,
rather than placing the description in the
present tense (“Mary is adopted”). When
referring to the decision made by birth par-
ents, the correct term is “made an adoption
plan” or “chose adoption,” thereby acknowl-
edging birth parents” responsibility and con-
trol. Terms to avoid are “give up their baby,”
“release their baby,” or “put their baby up for
adoption,” as these terms are less positive and
more emotionally laden. Should a child ask
why birth parents would “give up” their baby,
it is best to explain the decision with this
answer: “Thebirth parents couldn’t take care
of any child born to them at that time. They
knew their baby needed and deserved to be
cared for in a better way. The birth parents
made an adoption plan so that other parents
could take better care of their baby. When a
baby is adopted he or she becomes part of that
family forever.” This language allows all
children to see adoption as initiated because
of the birth parents’ problem, not because of
any inadequacy in the child. Another caution
in discussing adoption with children is avoid-
ing the concept that birth parents “place
children for adoption because they love them.”
This well-meaning explanation can create
fear that their adoptive parents wholove them
could do the same (Melina, 1990). Recogniz-
ing that in our society some words have more
of a negative connotation than others, it is
recommended that adopting a child from
another country be termed an “international
adoption” rather than a “foreign adoption.”
In addition, Jewish families who have
adopted a child of a different race would find
it beneficial if teachers in Jewish schools can
remind children that the Jewish community
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1s made up of many kinds of families and
people from many backgrounds and with
different physical appearances. When text-
books and posters with Jewish content are
purchased, schools should look for those
materials that present diversity in appear-
ance.

It is also helpful if teachers, counselors,
and school psychologists, in working with
adoptive parents who have adopted because
of infertility, understand that these parents
also have experienced feelings associated with
loss. Like all parents they may or may not
have realistic expectations of their child; they
may or may not have realistic expectations of
how “perfect” they can be as parents. What
adoptive parents may bring to parent confer-
encesis anincreased intensity regarding their
child’s performance or their role as parents
(Melina, 1990). Teachers need to be careful
not to put adoptive parents on the defensive.
Children’s learning styles and school perfor-
mances are a function of numerous variables,
some of which are biologically inherited and
some of which are situational. School-related
problems in adopted children may result from
their nature or their being distracted by feel-
ings generated as they work through adoption
issues. Ifachild is having school difficulties,
it is a disservice to the child and the family to
assume that adoption is the primary contribu-
tor. Adoption can be considered as a possible
factor, but other factors must be explored as
well. Adoptive parents benefit from seeing
their child’s academic and social growth or
school-related problems from this
mutivariable perspective so that they do not
assume unrealistic responsibility or blame for
problems to which they have not contributed.

It is important in working with adoptive
parents that school personnel, investigating
any school-related problem, explain the rea-
sons why questions pertaining to a child’s
birth history, developmental history, or cur-
rent situation—questions that may touch a
raw nerve in the parents—are being posed.
Conferences might be prefaced with the state-
ment that some questions may seem intrusive
or insensitive, yet they are asked in order to

understand a child’s learning or behavior
style so that appropriate educational or sup-
portive strategies can be called on to ensure
the child’s success. However, some parents
may not want to share information about their
children with others outside the family, and
this decision must be respected. Information
that is shared should be treated with profes-
sional confidentiality. It is helpful if the
teacher is told whether the child knows the
information shared and whether the child is
aware the teacher was given the information.
School assignments that deal witha child’s
origin, family histories, family trees, or ge-
netic inheritance should be introduced in
ways that acknowledge that there are many
ways to form afamily and that therefore there
are different ways to go about doing the
assignment. Itis best to present an introduc-
tion to the assignment that is sensitive to
forms of family diversity to the entire class,
rather than singling out the child from a non-
traditional or adoptive family. For example,
in a science unit on genetics one teacher
began with the conceptthat there are different
kinds of families. She continued: “Children
may live with their biological parents. These
are the parents who give you your genes and
who you look like. Children may live with
other parents who are not their biological
parents. While you have characteristics from
your genes, many characteristics come from
the parents you live with” (Barbara Siegel,
science teacher, Krieger Schechter Day
School, personal communication, 1995).
Children should be encouraged to do as-
signments in ways that are most meaningful
to them and their families. Teachers need to
think ahead of time about whether these kinds
of assignments are presented in ways that
leave room for the responses of children in
diverse family situations. Ifateacher has had
an open, forthcoming relationship with adop-
tive parents, it would be helpful to let parents
know ahead of time about family-sensitive
assignments so that they can be prepared not
only for ways to help the child handle the
assignment but also for the feelings that may
be generated. In fact, it might be beneficial to
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let all parents know in advance about assign-
ments in sensitive areas (Lipsitz, 1995).

What Is Not Helpful in the School Setting

It is not helpful to assume that all adopted
children have consistent or similar character-
istics. Although there are many common
issues in adoption to deal with, some adopted
children will be more or less distracted by the
issues, more or less intense in their responses,
than others. At different developmental
stages, preoccupation with these issues can
increase, decrease, or change. Sometimes
children may enjoy their difference and some-
times be embarrassed by it. Each child,
whether adopted or not, will react tothe world
in his or her unique way.

Teachers must remember not to make an
adopted child the spokesperson or represen-
tative of his or her diversity. A child adopted
internationally may or may not know or be
interested in the culture or country of birth. If
the child is expected to be knowledgeable, he
or she may feel guilty or embarrassed about
not knowing more. When studying different
countries, allow for open choices and not
assume the child’s interest in his or her
country of origin (Melina, 1990).

As noted earlier, it also is not helpful to
assume that an adoption issue is the primary
cause of a problem, should a school concern
arise. Adoption is one feature of a child, but
only one among a host of other variables.

What Might Be Implemented in the
Schools

When I asked the science teacher what
prompted her to introduce her genetics sci-
ence unit in such a sensitive and non-judg-
mental way, she responded that a parent-
teacher program on adoption held in the
school several years ago alerted her to issues
she had not previously considered. From that
time on, this teacher has considered family
diversity when presenting sensitive material.
Indeed, putting together the material for this
review has been valuable in raising my own
awareness of the need to increase non-tradi-
tional families’ comfort level and feelings of

belonging. It is most important for schools to
include as part of all orientation programs for
teachers or school staff the kinds of informa-
tion presented in this article. Adoptive par-
ents themselves might be the best providers of
this information to schools. Consciousness-
raising programs, literature, books in the
school library about adoption for children
and adults, and school staff discussions will
help eliminate assumptions and allow schools
to be more sensitive and thoughtful in work-
ing with the adoptive family and, indeed with
all families with special situations.
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