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Message From Center Director, Dr. Kofi Marfo
The CRCDL, a unit of the University of South Florida’s College of Education, is dedicated to improving children’s development and quality of life through research, outreach work, and public policy advocacy. The Center values and promotes cross-disciplinary collaborative and thematic research on important issues affecting children’s developmental well-being and learning potential.  The emergence of the China Adoption Research Program, under the leadership of Dr. Tony Xing Tan, is a significant milestone in the Center’s history. The population of young children adopted from China into the United States and other industrialized countries has risen dramatically over the course of the past decade. Researchers, policy makers, and practitioners have a great deal to learn about the developmental significance of the transitions and adaptations these children and their adoptive families’ experience during and following the adoption process. A better understanding of these transitions and adaptations should, in turn, position adoptive families and society at large to better support the children’s optimal development and socio-cultural integration. 
I applaud Dr. Tan’s desire and determination to use this newsletter as a medium to communicate with the various constituent groups behind the successful launching of such a major program of research within a remarkably short period of time. I salute the large numbers of parents who have responded eagerly to recent surveys, and I pay special tribute to the leadership of the various adoption agencies and/or support groups for recognizing the importance of this research program and for facilitating the recruitment of participants. If this newsletter makes it possible for our participating families and supporting agencies to be among the first to learn about findings emerging from this program of research, we would have stayed faithful to our deeply held value of striving to inform not just the scientific community but those who make our science possible in the first place. 
Message From Program Director/Research Team Leader, Dr. Tony Tan
Dear Parents:

I wish you a happy Chinese New Year! 
In the past year, you graciously shared with me your experiences of adopting and raising children from China. I and the adoption research team have been working very hard on the data. I am excited to share some of the preliminary findings with you in this newsletter designed to keep you informed about our research program and other matters that may be of general interest to you.  
I have arranged the findings in a Q & A format so that you can choose to read the ones that interest you. I have also included two slightly revised short articles that I wrote for the New England China Connection Newsletter. The two articles summarized findings from another study that I conducted in 2002 while I was at Harvard University.  About 60 parents from the 2002 study have also participated in the current study. I will be contacting other parents in the coming weeks to learn more about their children’s development since 2002. I will surely share the findings from the follow-up data with you as well as they become available. 

How Research Can Inform China’s Adoption Policies and Practices
By Tony Xing Tan

As a researcher, nothing is more fulfilling than to be able to use findings from research to inform the policy-making process. But the task of translating these findings into useful policy recommendations and changes in actual practices is a delicate and nonlinear process in a society that is transforming its social-cultural, economic and political landscape in such a fast pace. In trying to accomplish this, I’ve discovered that issues usually outside of a researcher’s focus become important. For instance, I have had to think about whether certain officials will stay in their positions, be replaced, or retire soon. And I have had to learn to be patient and more observant.
In November 2002, I had my first meeting with the China Center for Adoption Affairs (CCAA). It was arranged by a close friend of mine, Elyn MacInnis, who has close ties with some CCAA officials and orphanages. On this occasion, I was able to report on preliminary findings from my research study to officials and staff members from many departments and offices. My final report on this study was handed to the CCAA’s new director, Mr. Lu, in September 2005, after a strategic delay. The CCAA officials paid a lot of attention to the study because it was the largest project conducted on children adopted internationally from China. After hearing my report on the children’s overall adjustment and of outcomes associated with single-parent adoptions, they asked me many important questions.
Because adoptive parents and researchers are likely to be interested in learning what these officials wanted to know more about, I am sharing with you some of the questions these officials asked me and the discussions that we had about them.

1. What is the long-term outcome for the children’s adjustment? 
The CCAA was particularly interested in long-term outcomes for the adopted Chinese children. Several officials and staff members asked whether the children would experience a decline in their adjustment when they are older. 

2. How do parents feel about the current matching procedure?
The CCAA officials were interested in learning more about parents’ feelings about how the matching process has worked out for them and their children. Though many parents told me that they believe they and their children were “meant to be together,” there have been cases of disrupted adoptions and unhappy endings. The CCAA’s matching procedure involves scanning the children and potential parents’ headshots and placing them side-by-side on the computer screen to see if they visually match. I watched as a staff member tried to find, from a pool of eligible children, a child with curly hair to match the potential adoptive father’s curly hair. She was very relieved when she finally found one with a full head of curly hair. In order to ensure that every family receives their “meant-to-be” child, it seems important to further study this process. After all, visual compatibility can only go so far with transracial adoptions. 

3. What is the adjustment status of children who were adopted at older ages? 
About 15 to 20 percent of children adopted from China joined their families after their second birthday. A smaller percentage of children were adopted at even older ages. Since the start of the waiting child program, older children have been given the opportunity to have a stable home. Some CCAA staff members asked whether these children would experience more difficulty adjusting to their new homes and what parents would do to ease their transition into this new life in the United States. Though we know that older children often face additional adjustment challenges, available research tells us little about the adaptation process for these children.

4. Questions about religion, motivation to adopt, special-needs adoption, ethnic identity formation, school achievement, and other issues. 
Each of the CCAA staff members specializes in one area of adoption-related issues, such as religion and adoption or cultural issues involved in transracial adoption. All appear to be very dedicated to their work and were very curious about a range of issues: the child-rearing practices of religious families; parents’ motivation in adopting Chinese children, especially those who had identified special needs; why families who have biological children would adopt a child from China, and whether the adopted child will be treated less favorably than the biological child. They wanted to learn more about the children’s ways of forming their ethnic identity, how Americans view these children, how the adopted children are doing in school, and the children’s feelings about China as they grow up.
My 2005 study was shaped largely by these conversations. I hope this new study will shed light on some of these issues. I also hope to learn whether there has been a gradual improvement in these children’s physical and social-emotional conditions at the time of adoption since the early 1990s. I want to explore this topic because during the past decade many orphanages involved with international adoptions have received an increase in financial support from various sources, including organizations established by adoptive families.
I know from visits to orphanages in China that facilities have improved. In 1999, four and a half years after I visited an orphanage in northwest China and returned home very depressed, my “American mom” Judy Reidinger, visited the same orphanage. She came back excited and relieved because the orphanage was a very different place from what I’d described to her. A new building had replaced the run-down, no-heat one I had visited. So I am very interested in finding out whether improved funding has led to improved care for the children, and whether this, in turn, has led to better physical and emotional health at adoption. Answers to these questions should provide valuable information to organizations here and in China and enable them to make better informed decisions regarding their donations and programs.

Valuing the Connections in Children’s Lives

By Tony Xing Tan

The research studies I’ve done about the development of adopted Chinese children help me to realize that a better understanding of the connections between children’s early experiences in the orphanages and their later development requires a deeper knowledge about the environment in which these children live. It is important to know, for example, how their adoptive parents perceive their children’s developmental potential and needs as well as how they gauge their expectations for their children. It is also critical to find out how these children’s social environments – including the home, school, and health care settings – respond to them, their needs, and their experiences. With such knowledge, families will have a lot more information to help them make decisions about how best to improve children’s well-being. Potentially, such findings can also support and influence adoption policies and practice.
Recognizing this, in early 2002 I began the largest study on adopted Chinese children’s post-adoption social and emotional adjustment within their U.S. families. Thanks to a research grant from Harvard University – and the enthusiastic support I’ve had from about 600 families with children adopted from China – I’ve made good progress on this research. With information I gathered from these families, I’ve been able to compare the overall adjustment profile of the Chinese children with the U.S. norm. Overall, I’ve found that these adopted children, especially the preschoolers, are doing better than their U.S. non-adopted peers. Because adopted children have commonly been reported to have more academic, behavioral, social, and emotional problems, these findings came as a surprise. 
My 2002 study addressed the following questions:
1. How crucial was the child’s age at adoption to her later development? 
The study looked at various measures in 517 preschool-age and 178 school-age girls. I found that age at adoption mattered very little in terms of the children’s later development. It was likely because the majority of the children were adopted before age 2. 
2. How crucial was the child’s pre-adoption social-emotional experience to later adjustment? 

Orphanage care, no matter how high its quality, inevitably fails to meet the full range of social and emotional needs of children. How such experiences are related to development after being placed into good homes deserves great attention by researchers. Data from my study showed that children whose social and emotional needs were neglected were more likely to exhibit social-emotional problems later on. [Incidence of neglect was determined through parental reports on signs or symptoms such as strap marks on the child’s thighs – a potential indication that the child may have been restricted in a chair for an extended period of time]
3.
How crucial was the initial parent-child relationship to later development? 

Prospective parents arrive in China having seen a photograph of the child who they will adopt. But when these children meet their new parents, they are total strangers. How a child reacts to adoptive parents (and vice versa) during these initial stages might serve as an “internal working model” for later parent-child interactions. So in my study I asked parents to recall whether they felt rejecting behaviors from their children during the first two weeks of adoption. The data suggested that parents who reported perceived rejection by their children initially also reported a lot more problem behaviors later on. However, because the data were collected retrospectively, it is also possible that those whose children had more problems may have been more likely to recall earlier rejecting behaviors. More studies are needed to sort through the nature of this complex association.  

4.
How did single parenting compare with dual parenting in terms of children’s adjustment? 

I compared child outcomes associated with single-parent and two-parent adoptions, and the results showed that children in both family types were developing along very similar courses. 

5.
What were some of the concerns parents expressed about their children’s development?

Aside from the fairly positive overall profile that emerged from the data, about half of the preschoolers frequently refused to sleep alone and one-third experienced frequent nightmares or night terrors. About half of the parents with preschool-aged children reported at least one type of child behavior that was “most concerning” to them. The most common problem behaviors were attachment issues. For example, some children were overly friendly towards adult strangers yet indifferent towards family members, while some were clingy to parents and had severe separation anxiety. Compared to the U.S. norm, twice as many school-aged children adopted from China scored in the clinical range [an indication of some difficulty] for academic performance. For some children – in particular those adopted at an older age – language issues appeared to partly contribute to their difficulties. Whether any of these problems will improve over time is not known at this time.
Preliminary  Findings from the  2005 Study

By Tony Xing Tan

Thanks to two grants from the University of South Florida, I and my colleague, Dr. Kofi Marfo, were able to conduct the current study on the Chinese children’s post-adoption adjustment. In the current study, several questions from the previous study were addressed. As of January 2006, 1086 families had requested surveys and 829 (76.3%) had returned their completed surveys. This is a remarkable response rate, for which I am most grateful, but I would certainly love to see more parents returning the surveys so that I can proudly inform the CCAA officials about an even higher return rate. 

Below I report to you the preliminary findings. When reading the findings, it is important that you be aware that they were based on the information about a sample of 1096 children. They might not reflect the realities of all children adopted from China.
1. Where are the families from?

The adoptive families were from 49 US states, one military base, and a few other countries. As Table 1 shows, most of the 763 U.S. families live California, Massachusetts, New York, and Florida. The 66 respondents from other countries live in Canada (41/51 or 80%), Australia (15/20 or 75%), the United Kingdom (4/7 of 57%), and Netherlands (3/3 or 100%). There is also a respondent each from Bermuda, Finland, Mexico, and the Philippines.
Table 1: US Sample Representation
	STATE
	# Sent
	# (%) In
	STATE
	# Sent
	# (%) In
	STATE
	# Sent
	# (%) In
	STATE
	#Sent
	# (%) In

	CA
	108
	81 (75.0)
	VA
	28
	21 (75.0)
	WI
	11
	9 (81.8)
	IA
	4
	3 (75.0) 

	MA
	104
	77 (74.0)
	MD
	27
	22 (81.5)
	NH
	11
	8 (72.7)
	MS
	3
	3 (100.0) 

	NY
	93
	66 (71.0)
	IL
	26
	20 (76.9)
	NM
	7
	7 (100.0)
	MT
	3
	2 (66.7)

	FL
	66
	51 (77.3)
	CO
	24
	17 (70.8)
	ME
	6
	5 (83.3)
	WV
	3
	2 (66.7)

	PA
	37
	29 (78.4)
	SC
	17
	12 (70.6)
	LA
	6
	5 (83.3)
	NV
	2
	2 (100.0)

	TX
	34
	24 (70.6)
	IN
	17
	12 (70.6)
	AZ
	6
	5 (83.3)
	HI
	2
	2 (100.0)

	MN
	34
	24 (70.6)
	OR
	15
	11 (73.3)
	AK
	6
	5 (83.3)
	DE
	2
	1 (50..0)

	GA
	33
	22 (66.7)
	KY
	14
	11 (78.6)
	VT
	5
	5 (100.0)
	DC
	2
	1 (50.0)

	CT
	33
	27 (81.8)
	MI
	14
	10 (71.4)
	UT
	5
	5 (100.0)
	AE
	1
	1 (100.0)

	MO
	31
	25 (80.6)
	RI
	13
	7 (53.8)
	AL
	5
	4 (80.0)
	PR
	1
	1 (100.0)

	NJ
	31
	25 (80.6)
	KS
	12
	11 (91.7)
	AR
	4
	3 (75.0)
	WY
	1
	1 (100.0)

	NC
	29
	24 (82.8)
	WA
	12
	7 (58.3)
	NE
	4
	4 (100.0)
	
	
	

	OH
	29
	27 (93.1)
	TN
	12
	10 (83.3)
	OK
	4
	4 (100.0)
	TOTAL
	998
	763 (76.5)


2. Where were the children adopted from?
The children were from the 26 Chinese Provinces shown in Table 2 below.

Table 2. 
	Province
	No# of children
	%
	Province
	No# of children
	%

	Inner Mongolia
	1
	0.1
	Sichuan
	11
	1.0

	Liaoning
	1
	0.1
	Shaanxi
	15
	1.4

	Qinghai
	1
	0.1
	Fujian
	18
	1.7

	Hebei
	2
	0.2
	Yunnan
	29
	2.7

	Jilin
	2
	0.2
	Zhejiang
	30
	2.8

	Guizhou
	3
	0.3
	Chongqing
	37
	3.5

	Henan
	3
	0.3
	Hubei
	71
	6.6

	Xinjiang
	3
	0.3
	Jiangsu
	75
	7.0

	Hainan
	4
	0.4
	Anhui
	94
	8.8

	Beijing
	5
	0.5
	Guangxi
	103
	9.6

	Shanghai
	7
	0.7
	Jiangxi
	151
	14.1

	Gansu
	9
	0.8
	Hunan
	188
	17.5

	Shanxi
	9
	0.8
	Guangdong
	202
	18.8


3.
What were the children’s ages at adoption and at the time of the study?

The children were adopted between 1 month and 12 years old (M = 15.9 months). Over 50% of the children were adopted in their first year and about 35% adopted in their second year. Although the children’s birthdates were sometimes inaccurate, it was fair to speculate that the majority of the children were adopted at rather young ages. Their ages at the time of the study ranged from 7 months to 15 years (M = 4.9 years). About 70% of the children were of preschool age and 4% (42 out of the 1096) were boys. At the time of the study the children had lived in the adoptive homes from 1 month to 12.5 years (M=3.5 yrs).

4.
What were the main characteristics of the special needs adoptions in the sample?

Based on the data provided by the parents, among the 1096 children from 829 adoptive families, 127 (11.6%) were special-needs adoption children. The children’s special needs mainly included cleft lip/pallet (20%), heart conditions (19%), age (12%), physical deformity (13%) and other special needs (such as hepatitis B carrier) (36%). I should point out that almost none of the children involved in special-needs adoptions were referred to the parents because of cognitive deficiency or psychological disorders (although there were a few children who were non-special needs adoption but turned out to have a severe cognitive deficiency). This might be a result of the orphanages’ lack of appropriate screening tools for cognitive deficiencies or psychological disorders. It might also be that those children were deemed unadoptable. Future research is needed. 

5.
How many children were underweight around the time of adoption?
Most children received physical exams within two weeks after coming home. For the past few years, the percentage of underweight children has been between 40% and 50% (Figure 1). Note that I incorporated data from my 2002 study to obtain a better picture of children’s weight level around the time of adoption. As a result, the graph was based on data on about 1800 children. 

[image: image1]
6.
How are the children doing?

Based on information provided by the parents, the preschool children (those under age 6) had fewer behavior problems than the U.S. normative sample, indicating that the Chinese preschool-aged children were doing significantly better. Only 6.2% (46 out of 739) fell into the borderline/clinical range (about 18% of the U.S. normative sample fall in the borderline/clinical range). This finding is consistent with findings from my 2002 study. The school-aged Chinese children, however, were nearly identical with the U.S. normative sample, with over 18% of children in the borderline/clinical range. 
From a sub-sample of 64 children who were in both the 2002 and 2005 studies, it appeared that from age 5 to 7, these Chinese children, as a group, experienced a significant decline in adjustment. In 2002 only about 6% of them were in the borderline/clinical range on the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL). In 2005, however, 20% of them were in this range. More intriguingly, children who were in the borderline/clinical range in 2002 did not necessarily stay in this range in 2005. The transition from preschool to school indeed seemed to be risky for some children. 
7. What factors were related to the children’s current adjustment?

Research has found that a child’s development is affected by a dynamic combination of child characteristics, social environment and child-environment interactions. The effects of some factors might be age-specific while other factors might have some effect at all stages of child development. In this study, the children’s age at adoption, current age, quality of pre-adoption care, initial adjustment to adoption, and the adoptive family’s demographic characteristics (e.g., education, income, marital status and number of children) were examined. The quality of pre-adoption care was indirectly assessed by asking parents to report signs/symptoms that their children had when first adopted (e.g., scars). Additionally, professional evaluation results (e.g., weight, delays, or medical conditions) were used to help determine the quality of the children’s living conditions prior to adoption. The children’s initial adaptation to the adoption was assessed by asking parents whether the child showed behaviors that were indicative of adjustment challenges (e.g., avoiding affection). Overall, we found that lower quality of pre-adoption care was correlated with more difficulties adjusting to adoption. Both of these factors were correlated with more behavior problems later on. This was true for both preschool and school-aged children. Interestingly, age at adoption was not directly related to their later behavioral problems. However, we found indeed that children who were adopted at older ages were more likely to suffer from delays (probably due to prolonged deprivation in the orphanages; see Figure 2 below). We also found that adoption at an older age was related to more difficulties adjusting to adoption initially. Thus, it seems that age at adoption indirectly affects the children’s later adjustment. This supports the policy argument that it serves the orphanage children’s best interest to arrange the earliest possible adoption.
Figure 2

8. What has been the trend of single-parent adoption from China over the past 12 years?
When computing the percentage of single-parent adoptions, I incorporated data from my 2002 study too. Percentage of single-parent adoptions from China has been decreasing indeed during the past few years, possibly a result of the enactment of the quota system to cut down singles from adopting from China (Figure 3).  
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9. How did children from single-parent households fare?

While children adopted by single parents were more likely to be reported to be underweight upon adoption (61% as opposed to 54% among children from dual-parent households), the children from both family types showed a very similar adjustment profile.
10.   What effect did foster care have on the children?

The data analysis showed that about 25% of the children were in some form of foster care prior to adoption. The findings were rather mixed and baffling.  Children under foster care were just as likely to be underweight as those who were under orphanage care (55% versus 56%). However, foster care seemed to help children’s social-emotional, cognitive and physical development. Compared with those in orphanage care, a smaller percentage of children with foster care had delays in cognitive ability (6.9% versus 12.2%), social skills (10.6% versus 19.1%), fine motor skills (16.2% versus 31.2%), and gross motor skills (27.5% versus 45.8%) when first adopted. 
After taking into consideration adoptive family demographic characteristics (i.e.,  mother’s education, age, household income, degree of difficulty in deciding to adopt, satisfaction with the adoption) and the children’s initial adaptation and participation in speech or language therapy, children who were in foster care showed fewer problem behaviors than those who were in orphanage care.  
11.        How many children received intervention services after adoption?

Data showed that about 13% of the children received or were receiving physical therapy, 23% received or were receiving speech/language therapy and 12% received medical treatment. Unfortunately we did not collect data on occupational therapy. 

 12.      A note to parents with children under 6.

I am currently collaborating with Dr. Mary Beth Bruder at the University of Connecticut on child and family experiences with early intervention services. Dr. Bruder is a mother of 3 girls from China. She is also Director of the University of Connecticut’s A.J. Pappanikou Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities, Education, Research, and Service. The goal of this study is to learn more about the nature and effectiveness of current intervention strategies for the child and the family. We hope that the study will yield valuable insights on how to deliver more appropriate interventions to adoptive families. I would highly encourage parents with children under 6 (regardless of whether the children received early intervention services or not) to help us with this project. If you are interested in learning more about the project, please contact Dr. Bruder at MBBruder@uchc.edu 

I will report more findings to you as they become available. I am looking into cases in which individual experiences were overshadowed by the overall picture. I will report to you some findings based on these cases in our next newsletter.  If you have questions or comments, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Published and Forthcoming Articles 

from the China Adoption Research Program
Tan, T. X. & Nakkula, M. J. (2004). White parents’ attitudes toward their adopted Chinese daughters’ ethnic identity, Adoption Quarterly, 7(4), 57-76.
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Figure 1. Percentage of underweight children at the time of adoption
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Figure 3. Percent of Single-Parent Households
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