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PLENARY

PLENARY SPEAKER:


RUNE ANDA (NORWAY)


“Deaf and Adoption”

Lena And, age 10,  introduces her father, using American Sign Language.  She says she is happy to be here from Norway, that she was born in China and adopted by her deaf parents.  She leaves the podium and says she will go to attend the children’s camp.

My name is Rune Anda. I'm from Norway. I want to thank the Deaf Way II committee for inviting me here to discuss a topic I feel very strongly about: “Deaf Adoption.”  This picture here on the slide is my family. There are four of us and we are all deaf: myself, my wife, Norunn, my son, Marius, and my daughter, Lena.  My wife could not make the trip from Norway but I know she is thinking of us.  We love to travel and our family has been to many countries all over the world.  Lena has been to 17 different countries. And Marius has been to 25 different countries. Both are very active in sports. Marius is active in soccer and loves it. And Lena does Tae Kwon Do. She now has a blue belt and she's going to advance to a red or black belt soon, which is going to be quite exciting.  We are a happy family. And our family was built by adoption. 
Some people have asked me how a deaf couple can qualify to adopt children. In some countries deaf people are forbidden to adopt, so we feel lucky.  I would like to begin by talking about our experience with the adoption process in the Norwegian system.  Each county has a different adoption system.  First we applied through the adoption authorities in our country and then their representative came to evaluate us in our home. Among other things they checked into our age (we couldn't be too old), our health, our disabilities (deaf), and our financial status. They also learned that we'd been married not just recently but for several years and that we had a good and stable relationship. They also asked questions about our family and the rest of our family including the grandparents to determine whether we all had positive attitude toward adoption. Our application and related papers were then sent to the country of origin; in this case, China. The officials in China would need to evaluate our papers and they would then have the final decision to approve us for adoption. It could happen that they would not approve our request to adopt because the parents were deaf. We were fortunate with both adoptions after expressing our persuasive arguments to the authorities. We argued that deaf children need homes where they can communicate easily with their parents; in our case, we would teach our children Norwegian Sign Language.  I am going to show you more pictures of our adoption journey to China.  
We first adopted my son, Marius, as a small boy, at age 6.  I would like to tell you a little bit about our search before we went to China to pick up Marius. One day we were reading the newspaper in Norway and there was an article there with a picture of a child from Ecuador. And we saw this was a little boy and the article said that he was deaf and that no one wanted to adopt him. So my wife and I both looked at each other and quite soon agreed that we wanted to contact the adoption authorities and find out how we could become adoptive parents.  We sent in our application for this child in Ecuador.  We went through the home study and the authorities checked our health, age, relationship, and so forth.  We waited and finally got a telephone call telling us that this deaf boy had disappeared and that no one knew where he went. We were quite disappointed.  But we decided to keep our application with the authorities anyway because we still wanted to adopt a deaf child from somewhere. And in our country, Norway, there were three adoption agencies. All three of them started searching for a deaf child, using their connections all over the world. Soon the reply came that there was a deaf boy six years of age in a children’s home in China. And it only took a week for us to get confirmation that Marius was indeed in that children’s home and was available for adoption.  And we said, yes, yes, we'd like to bring him into our home. Within three months, we had Marius at home in Norway.  It happened quickly, because the authorities knew about him. They may have known about him for three years, without putting him on a so-called adoption list, possibly because he was deaf. It is possible that the authorities, both in Norway and China were surprised that somebody at all wanted deaf children.

We traveled to China to bring Marius home and learned a little about his past. We learned that he was found on the streets in Nanjing, wandering around alone when he was three years old. And the people who found him left him in a children’s home and he stayed there for three years. He turned four, then five and then six years old, waiting to be adopted. There were 300 children in the orphanage-- from babies to young teens 13-14 years of age- -and he was the only deaf child there.  I’m told this is common to have deaf children isolated in various orphanages. Marius saw his playmates disappear one by one as families came to adopt them. My guess is that he was considered “unadoptable” because he was deaf. The next slide shows Marius smiling when we picked him up at the children’s home.  He didn't have any language, and used only gestures.  But he took our hand and wanted to leave the orphanage with us right away. We actually had to hold him back and said, “wait, wait.” He was telling us to take him out of the orphanage, now. He just wanted to get out of there with us. This slide shows Marius in the hotel room, he's playing and smiling and being very happy. This slide shows us arriving at the airport in Norway in 1991.  

These pictures show Marius at the children’s home a year before we came to pick him up, in 1990. He's sitting there by the table with his hands on the table. Next. This was from Marius' orphanage, in a typical setting where they're watching television. And Marius said that the children rarely went outdoors; they were indoors nearly all the time. When my wife and I traveled to China to adopt Marius we met with different officials, including the police and adoption authorities. One official that met with us became quite shocked after realizing that we were deaf. Perhaps this alone would be enough for us to not be allowed to adopt children - let alone deaf children. He was visibly concerned and, through an interpreter, we explained how deaf children in Norway learn in deaf schools, their job opportunities, and the quality of life they have.  We had to do a lot of convincing, but luckily it ended all right because after awhile he became relieved and very pleased to have this information. And thus we were allowed to adopt Marius, after making a promise to this official that we would bring him up properly.  We also had to pledge to tell him that he was from China and that we would give him information about Chinese culture and history. We both agreed to that and feel it is important for children adopted internationally to understand the culture they were born to.  

Teaching Marius how to communicate was very interesting and exciting.  But this period was also frustrating at times.  We had to start from scratch because he basically had no language until he came to our home at age six.  We started out with very simple gestures in international sign language, and then slowly converted into Norwegian Sign Language.  If he had been adopted to a hearing family without signs, he would have had a much harder time.

When Marius was about seven years old, after a year with us learning language, he made some drawings. He wanted to do these drawings about the orphanage in China. There were beds in a row with a woman standing near them with a stick. I asked him what's with the stick? He said, sometimes the woman would beat the children and it hurt. I asked him why; he said probably they hadn't done what she had told them to do. He said, “I thought that maybe since I was deaf I wouldn't understand what she had told me to do.” He must have suffered some pain as well as emotional trauma through that.

Two years later the adoption agency contacted us and told us that they found another deaf boy in China and asked us if we wanted him, and we said, “yes, please!” We went through the whole application thing again, and had the social worker come visit us and check our family, as before. And then we got a phone message telling us, oh, sorry, but the authorities in China had searched and found this boy's parents and had returned him to the parents so we couldn't have him. We still kept our application in anyway, because we wanted to adopt another child from China. So, we waited. And we waited. And they searched for a deaf child but China is such a big country. It has 1.3 billion people. There should be lots of deaf children in orphanages there. We started wondering whether there's something wrong with the search process. We waited a full year. Finally they found a deaf girl who was two years old. After that only a little more than a month passed before we traveled to China and brought Lena home with us.

Next picture. This was Lena; she was found on the streets in Wuhan when she was only a small baby. She was taken to the children’s home there and stayed there until she was two years old.  We flew to China in 1994 to adopt her. Lena had a close tie to this woman in the picture who worked at the orphanage. When she was given to us through the adoption agency she cried and cried and cried; she didn't want to go with us. She cried very loudly for two days and then two days later, she smiled. Finally! This was the same little girl that you saw here making the introduction a few minutes ago. This picture is of us landing back at the airport in Norway.

Now Lena is ten years old, and she goes to an elementary school for deaf children in Norway. Marius is 17 years old, and he goes to a vocational school for deaf students in Norway.

I often wonder about my children’s early history and why they were abandoned.  China has a a “one-child policy” and often girls are abandoned because families in China prefer boys to carry on the family line.  Perhaps Lena was abandoned because she was a girl (she was too young for anyone to know she was deaf).  Marius, on the other hand, was three years old and his deafness was probably noticed.  His parents may have abandoned him because the parents did not wish to have a deaf child as the only child.  I am only speculating here and it is possible the parents were too young or too poor to raise them.  

Chinese culture has not caught up with Western culture in terms of accepting people with disabilities.  Giving birth to a child with any disability is often a source of shame.  In Norway in the period from 1991 to 1995, there were 100 children adopted from China through the adoption organization that we used. And out of those, 97 were girls, and only 3 were boys. Interestingly, all three boys had some kind of disability. One had a heart failure. Marius was deaf; that was his disability. The third had another kind of disability.

There are lots of orphanages in the world and lots of orphaned children.  There are many different reasons why children were abandoned by their biological parents, from country to country—poverty, war, stigma, age, illegitimacy, and increasingly, the children orphaned by parents with AIDS.

All children have a right to grow up in a family. What is for sure is that there are many orphaned deaf children in children’s homes in the world. But the authorities are not keeping data on them. When we first applied we got Marius quite quickly because the authorities knew about him. The next time we had to wait quite awhile. You know, I think the authorities and people that work with adoption make lists of the children that are in the orphanages but they write down that the children in their care are deaf children.  Maybe they think that there's nobody that wants to adopt them. When we applied and said that we wanted a deaf child, the authorities were quite surprised that we wanted a deaf child. 

Now and then the adoptive organizations all over the world received messages about orphaned deaf children. How can we connect deaf children quickly enough to get placed in the homes where they can thrive in a language-rich environment, using sign language?  Will they keep lingering in children’s homes?  Unfortunately, the adoption authorities don’t know about the rich resource that the deaf community all over the world can provide to deaf children who need families.  Maybe these authorities have already placed many deaf children into new homes with hearing parents who do not use sign language or did not know anything about raising deaf children?  We need to influence our governments to make stronger policies on behalf of deaf children and insist that they have a right to a culturally appropriate home where sign language is used to help them grow socially and intellectually. 
We are proud to be deaf role models and help hearing parents nurture their deaf children.  My wife and I recently attended a meeting with some hearing parents who had deaf children of pre-school age. A psychologist at the meeting with knowledge about deaf people explained to the hearing parents that they will experience a time of grief for their child being deaf.  They may feel the world collapsing. The psychologist then pointed at the two of us and said: “They wanted to adopt a child, a deaf child. They felt happiness afterwards because they realized they were able to provide a deaf child with a better family life.” 
I think about all the deaf children in the world. We've got to do something about this. Something has to be done in order for them to share in the same opportunities as their peers. I think that if there's a deaf child needing a family, that deaf parents should be the first consideration as adoptive parents. There are many deaf couples facing infertility who should be given a chance at adoption.  However, if hearing parents adopt them, they should be fluent in sign language and the culture of deaf people.  This is the same concern that the authorities had when we pledged to teach Marius about his Chinese culture and history.  Parents of deaf children need to do the same; teach their deaf child to be proud of who they are and cherish their deaf culture.   
Hearing people who do not know about deaf people and sign language would not be able to understand how important sign language is. Unfortunately, many of them would often be told, or be led to believe, "Sign language destroys the ability to learn speech and affects language development.” Such thinking has made it very difficult to get the adoptive authorities to accept the idea that deaf couples ought to be allowed to adopt deaf children. There is too much incorrect information about deaf people and their ability to raise deaf – or even hearing – children.  We must work to change our society’s image of deaf people through public relations and education. 
In 1995, I went to the World Congress of the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) in Vienna, Austria. I went there and had a paper on the same subject that I'm doing now. But before that, I sent out a questionnaire to about 100 countries all over the world and I asked them what the options were for deaf adoption in their country. I suspect that even if deaf people were allowed to adopt, there were few of them that got the opportunity to adopt deaf children. Thus the questionnaire also asked whether deaf people in their country had adopted a deaf child. I got 23 responses, with only 7 countries providing approximate numbers of adopted children. The U.S. had most, with around 40 deaf couples that had adopted children - mostly deaf children. Norway was number two.  Most of other countries had about 1 to 5 couples with adopted children.

I was able to connect with Dr. Barbara White of Gallaudet University, who hosted me and my family in 1996 at her home in Maryland. Barbara and her husband, Bruce, adopted a daughter, Allison White, who is 13 now.  Barbara did interesting research for her doctoral degree in social work at the Catholic University of America.  She studied 55 deaf parents who adopted deaf children.  She learned through a survey and through interviews that deaf parents have a strong sense of entitlement to their deaf children; meaning these parents feel positive about their  right to parent their deaf child and raise them as their own.  She also found that these families function well in spite of not having formal support services after the adoption.  (Her dissertation is entitled “The Effects of Perceptions of Social Support and Perceptions of Entitlement on Family Functioning in Deaf-parented Adoptive Families.”  The dissertation, published in 1999, can be ordered through University Microfilms International, #9925899).
There is a lot of useful information in Barbara's research. I also hope that these findings on the strengths of deaf parented adoptive families will be accessible to the whole world and particularly to the adoptive authorities - both to "knock down prejudices" and to convince them that deaf children will get a safe and good future in families where sign language is used.
In 1994, Jamie Burke, also an American, established a web page listing deaf children who wait for permanent homes. This slide shows the web page called Deaf Adoption News Service (DANS). Its web address is http://users.erols.com/berke/deafchildren.html
The web page provides information about deaf children with their name and a picture and whom to contact if you want to link up and apply to adopt a particular child. But the website is not an adoption agency. Today there are about 50 deaf or hard of hearing children on this list. And from 1994 until now over 40 deaf children have been adopted as a result of this web site. The most recent development is the discussion forum online where parents who have adopted deaf children, or who want to adopt them, can get support and discuss their concerns.  To subscribe to the discussion forum you can go to   deaf-adoption-subscribe@yahoogroups.com   
This slide shows adoptive families getting together for social time in 1996 at Gallaudet University. The parents discussed the importance of spreading the word about adoption of deaf children, and agreed that there ought to be some form of affiliation between DANS and the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD). So we started working on that and DANS became a Special Interest Group of the WFD in 1997. I'd like to give thanks to the WFD for making this possible. Through WFD we can more effectively inform authorities in different countries – both countries of origin and the receiving countries - about adoption of deaf children.
Since that time we got financial support in Norway to print and distribute information booklet that was written by Barbara White and Susan Knolls, one of her students.  This was an information sheet to help deaf people know how to begin the adoption process.  We have an English version and a Spanish version that's been widely distributed. Next. We sent letters and booklets out to adoptive authorities in different countries containing general information about deaf people, and about sign language, although we don't know whether some cultures might have a negative attitude towards sign language. We didn't ask them to reply directly; we just sent this information out. Then we got a letter back from India that thanked us for the booklets and that they had spread them through India. And that was really nice to have that kind of response.

We also sent letters and information booklets to the deaf associations all over the world. And we asked them to put information in their magazines. I don't know whether they have put the information in the magazines, but they were asked to. Four months ago a psychologist in Europe contacted me because he'd been contacted by a deaf couple that wanted to adopt. And the psychologist was quite skeptical, so he asked me, can deaf people really adopt? I said, yes, they could. And he asked me, but how could a deaf person bring up a child? How is that possible? So as you can see there's some strange attitudes out there. I hope the deaf couple that he was in contact with could get through the system and successfully adopt.
Next. This is from our local newspaper in Bergen, Norway, my city. It's Norway's second largest city. This is an article on adoption by deaf people. So I think it's really important just to get the word out in your local newspapers that deaf people can adopt

I hope the DANS website continues in spite of the fact that confidentiality is a concern when putting children’s pictures on the web site.  There are only a few people I know working on this issue, and we welcome any of you go get more involved.  That is why I'm very happy to be here today at Deaf Way II and bring up this topic and spread information to you. I hope that you will spread it in your home countries when you get back. And I hope that all of you will help find homes for deaf children around the world. All it takes is a letter or call to authorities and adoption agencies and find out if there are any deaf children in orphanages that are waiting for parents. Please tell the authorities that there are deaf people that would like to raise deaf children. If you live in receiving countries, you can contact the adoption authorities and ask them if deaf people can apply for adoption. If they say no, then work with them and ask them why. Your advocacy can pay off, even if it is just educating others and correction their misconceptions about deaf people. You can tell deaf magazines in your countries about DANS, and have them write an article about DANS and spread the information that I’ve just given you here about how to go through adoption process and how to apply for adoption. There are many useful tips on the Internet now about applying for adoption. But we must end discrimination against deaf adopters so that many more deaf couples will be able to adopt deaf children who need permanent and loving homes.
Thank you.

