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Telling the Story
UNDERSTANDING THE DEVELOPMENTAL TASKS OF ADOPTION

Adoption Tasks Across Development

Basic Trust vs. Mistrust

Adoption Task:  

Adjustment to a new family, focusing 
on safety, trust and attachment.

Infant to 18 Months

Adoption Tasks Across Development

Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt

Adoption Task:  

Recovering from trauma, beginning 
to learn adoption story

18 Months to 3 years
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Adoption Tasks Across Development

Initiative vs. Guilt

Adoption Tasks:   

Wants more information about 
adoption and birth parents, 
recognizes differences, cultural pride..

Preschooler  3 to 6 Years

Adoption Tasks Across Development

Industry vs Inferiority  

Adoption Tasks:  

Developing the what and why of 
adoption. Coping with differences. 
Loss and grief. Fear of being taken 
away again.

6 to 13 years

Adoption Tasks Across Development

Identity vs. Role Confusion

Adoption Task:  

Identity—as adoptee and possibly 
racial or cultural. Curiosity about birth 
family identity. Adoption Loss. 

12 to 18 years
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Helping your child, tell  their  story

Yours, Theirs and Ours

The Child’s Story
(Also Known as the 
Adoption Narrative)

A Child’s Story Starts with 
Birthparents

Parents’ Adoption Tasks

• Validating child’s connection to 
both adoptive family and birth 
families.

• Letting child know you are not 
threatened or angry about 
questions regarding birth family 
or past history.

• Deal with your fears and 
insecurities about birth family.
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Mara’s Story:

Mara was placed with the Jacobson family when she was five years old.   
Mara’s real mother was a homeless, drug addict who often prostituted 
herself and Mara for money. Mara’s father is in jail for assault.  Mara was 
filthy, covered in scars and bruises when the state took her away. Mara’s 
siblings were also taken away and put in foster homes. Being so troubled 
and disturbed, no relative wanted them. They could not be placed together 
due to aggressive and sexualized behavior.  Mara had three placements 
prior to the Jacobsons due to her extreme aggression. 

Karl and Ava Jacobson took in Mara as an emergency placement and she 
is thriving in their family. Karl and Ava have two of their own kids and they 
are excited to become Mara’s adoptive parents.

ACTIVITY
Talking Through the Tough Stuff
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REVIEW: Where Have We Been?

1. The experience of being “taken away” and the 
resulting grief including ambiguous loss

2. The 3-5-7 Model (3 Tasks, 5 Questions, 7 Skills)

3. Developmental Tasks for Both Children and 
Parents

4. Strategies to talk about tough topics of adoption 
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