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According to the dictionary am·biv·a·lence is defined as “the state 
of having mixed feelings or contradictory ideas about something or 
someone;” it is also described as “having simultaneous and contradictory 
attitudes or feelings toward an object, person, or action.” Feelings of 
ambivalence can be found throughout the adoption circle. Children 
adopted at an older age may feel angry, yet thrilled with finally finding 
a “forever” family. Birth parents may simultaneously feel a sense of 
resentment and gratitude towards the adoptive parents they have 
chosen for their child. Adoptive parents may feel both joy and sorrow 
when the child they have longed for joins their family. Adoptees may 
feel both connected and disconnected to the birth family that they have 
not yet met.

We live in a society where people are expected to fit into one category 
or the other, where black and white is preferred, and grey is often 
misunderstood. When people whose family has been built through 
adoption are forced to define their familial connections and to identify 
who their “real” family members are, the authenticity of these important 
relationships can be challenged, sometimes leading to latent feelings of 
ambivalence being amplified. So what do we do when we don’t fit? When 
our life cannot be summarized neatly in a check box?

During the Summer Olympics of 2016, as gymnast Simone Biles was 
dominating her sport, the adoption world was shaken by the NBC anchor 
who tweeted this about her parents: “They may be mom and dad but 
they are NOT her parents.” Rather than celebrating Simone’s unique and 
powerful adoption story (a story that highlights the power of love, and 
the importance of kinship care), the anchor, who later apologized for the 
tweet, was trying to force Simone’s family into his “box” and “definition” 
of parents. Simone’s reply, “I personally don’t have a comment. My 
parents are my parents and that’s it,” was perfect, and reinforced 
everyone’s right and ability to define family in his/her own way.

Come to the Barker conference to understand how every journey 
is different, and how each person must define “family” as he/she 
experiences it. Sometimes children – or children’s authors – express it 
best. “There are lots of different ways to be a family. Your family is special 
no matter what kind it is.” (Todd Parr, The Family Book.)

MY FAMILY IS MY FAMILY:
From Ambivalence to Acceptance



Guest Speakers
Ashley Rhodes-Courter was born is 1985 to a single teen mother. By the age 
of three, Ashley was in Florida’s foster care system, where she spent almost 
ten years being shuttled between fourteen homes before being adopted at the 
age of twelve. Her academic achievements are numerous, including a Master’s 

Degree in Social Work from the University of Southern California.

In 2003 the New York Times Magazine published a prize-
winning essay she wrote about her adoption day. Ashley 
expanded the essay into a memoir, Three Little Words, 
which was published by Simon & Schuster in 2008 and 
quickly became a New York Times bestseller, then an 
international bestseller. Her memoir is currently being 
made into a major motion picture.

How did she arrive at the title? “On my adoption day, I was 
sullen and wary, so when the judge asked if I wanted to be 

adopted, I mumbled, ‘I guess so, ’” capturing the ambivalence 
that is part of our provocative conference theme.

In 2016 she wrote a sequel, Three More Words. Ashley is now married. She 
has fostered children, adopted children, and birthed children. Her awards are 
numerous.

Michelle Hughes is an adoptive parent and an attorney in Chicago 
where her legal practice focuses primarily on adoption and assisted-
reproductive technology. Ms. Hughes, who is biracial, speaks widely on 
the topic of transracial adoption at conferences, camps and seminars. 
She co-founded Bridge Communications, Inc. specializing in diversity 
training, with an emphasis on transracial, international and general 
adoption education. Bridge Communications was featured in the film 
“Outside looking In: Transracial Adoption in America” (2002) on PBS. 
She also has written numerous adoption articles for publications, including 
Adoption Today, and was recently featured in a chapter in Rhonda Roorda’s book “In 
Their Voices: Black Americans on Transracial Adoption” (2015).

Tara Linh Leaman, JD currently serves as Program Director of WCDSS’ Westchester 
Building Futures (WBF), a multiyear initiative funded by the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services’ Children’s Bureau that assists children, youth and young 

adults currently or formerly in foster care. As an alumna of international 
foster care and experienced transethnic adoptee, Tara knows well the 

challenges and joys of transforming adversity to resilience. She is 
also the Co-Founder of AmerAsians Building Bridges consulting, 
which provides training and resources that enrich the lives of 
members of the adoption and foster care constellations, and 
their allies. Her writings and presentations include The Power of 
Ambiguity, published in Adoption Today, and a keynote given at 

the National Press Club in Washington, DC entitled “Adoption in 
the Media: Why Context Matters.” She has worked internationally and 

nationally advancing social change, including service as deputy director of 
the Donaldson Adoption Institute, a teacher in Johannesburg, South Africa, and a 
law clerk to the Honorable Judith Bartnoff of the District of Columbia Superior Court. 
Tara serves on the board of Holt International Children’s Services and Family Equality 
Council’s National Board of Advisers, and is a graduate of Cornell University and 
Georgetown Law.



Guest Speakers
SaulPaul has earned an international reputation as a “Musician with a 
Message,” who can entertain and educate any audience. He has given 
TED talks and has performed at some of the world’s most esteemed 
music festivals. SaulPaul is a rapper, singer, songwriter, filmmaker, 
author, and speaker who travels the world entertaining and inspiring 
audiences as he blends his voice, his guitar and his loop pedal to 
create a live show.

SaulPaul has collaborated with artists from around the world and has 
also been featured by MTV, The Los Angeles Times, ESPN Radio, and countless other 
media outlets. He is one of a few select individuals who have been invited to share 
his heart, art, and thoughts at Google headquarters. Equipped with an amazing 
inspirational personal story and an entertaining and interactive live presentation, 
SaulPaul is on a mission to assist others in transforming their dreams into reality.

SaulPaul is a graduate of the University of Texas at Austin and has risen to 
prominence on a platform of determination and ingenuity. You can learn more about 
SaulPaul’s music and mission by visiting www.SaulPaul.com.

Sarah Saffian, MFA, MSW is an adoptee, a therapist, a writer, and a 
teacher who returns to Barker by popular demand. Her memoir, Ithaka 

chronicles her experience of being found by her birth family – both 
parents and three full siblings. Sarah teaches at the Iowa Summer 
Writing Festival and at Sarah Lawrence College, and works 
independently as a writing coach. As a therapist, she counsels 
individual clients and runs support groups, with Spence-Chapin 

Services and in various private practice settings in Manhattan and 
Brooklyn. Her clinical experience also includes New York University’s 

Counseling and Wellness Services. Sarah earned her BA in English from 
Brown, her MFA in creative writing from Columbia, and her MSW from NYU. For more 
information about Sarah’s work, visit www.saffian.com

Chauncey Strong, MSW, LGSW, has more than 23 years of child welfare experience 
in both private and public child welfare settings. He has worked in foster 
care, adoption, kinship care, youth development, and community based 
services. He has extensive experience in direct practice, program 
development & management, supervisory & senior management 
and community leadership. Chauncey serves on several local (VA), 
and national workgroups, committees and boards including, Foster 
Care Alumni of America, The Foster Family-Based Treatment – 
Association – VA Chapter, and the Virginia Association of Family 
Preservation. He is a national child welfare trainer, consultant and 
motivational speaker. As a foster care alumnus and adoptee, he is a 
committed advocate for children and families and has dedicated his career 
to helping improve the outcomes for those involved in the child welfare system.

Barker staff presenters include:

Beverly Clarke, LCSW-C, Director, Project Wait No Longer

Sue Hollar, LCSW-C, Associate Director

Lisa Hughes, LCSW-C, International Clinical Specialist

Varda Makovsky, LCSW-C, Director, Family & Post Adoption Services Department

Marilyn Regier, Ph.D., LCSW-C, Executive Director and CEO

Barker staff bios may be found at http://www.barkeradoptionfoundation.org/ 
about-barker-adoption-foundation/staff



8:15 – 8:50 Registration, Continental Breakfast, & Book Browsing

9:00 – 9:15 Welcome & Introductions 
Marilyn Regier

9:15 – 10:15 Ashley Rhodes-Courter, Keynote Address 
Three Little Words

10:15 – 10:30 Break

10:30 – 11:45 Breakout Session I

 A. You’ve Got Mail: The New Realities of Adoption Reunion

 B. Therapeutic Writing for the Adoption Constellation

 C. What to Expect When You’re Expecting an Older Child

11:45 – 12:45 Lunch

12:45 – 2:00 Breakout Session II

 A. Insights into Blended Families: A Dialogue with Sibs by 
Birth and Adoption

 B. Rough Roads Can Lead to Great Destinations

 C. I Choose Whom I Call Family

2:00 – 2:15 Break

2:15 – 3:30 Breakout Session III

 A. My Not-So Perfect, Perfect Family

 B. Embracing Open Adoption: A Panel of Birth and Adoptive 
Parent Perspectives

 C. Finding “Identity” in a Conspicuous Family

3:30 – 4:30 SaulPaul, Closing Session

Program



The Barker Adoption Foundation is a non-profit, comprehensive adoption 
agency serving all members of the adoption community – birth parents, 
adoptive parents, and adopted persons. For more than 70 years, Barker 
has provided compassionate, professional counseling and support to more 
than 30,000 pregnant women and placed over 7,000 children with adoptive 
families. In addition, Barker has a long history of innovative leadership in 
adoption education.

To learn more, please visit our website at www.barkeradoptionfoundation.org.

Directions to The Universities at  
Shady Grove Conference Center

9630 Gudelsky Drive, Building I, Rockville, MD 20850
I-495 (Capital Beltway) to I-270 North, to Shady Grove Road Exit 8 
(local lanes). Exit Shady Grove Road West, cross over Darnestown Road. 
Turn RIGHT on to Gudelsky Way. Turn LEFT on to Gudelsky Drive and 
proceed to Building I. Onsite parking is available for $5/day.

Shady Grove
Adventist
Hospital

Exit 8
West

270Shady Grove
Road

Darnestown
Road

Gudelsky
Drive

Key West
Avenue
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Name(s)

Address

City                                State Zip code

Telephone

E-mail(s)

How did you learn about this conference?

 Internet     Brochure      E-mail     Facebook     Other  

Please check applicable FEE boxes below. Registration includes lunch.

Early Bird:  $95 per person  $160 per couple  $80 per person if 3 or more staff from one agency attend 
(before March 7)

After March 7:  $115 per person  $180 per couple  $85 per person if 3 or more staff from one agency attend

Students and  
Young adults (18–25):  $30 per person 

Earn CEUs:    Check box if you need a CEU certificate

Payment:  Check enclosed payable to The Barker Adoption Foundation.
  Visa    MasterCard    AmEx    Discover

 Card number:                                     Expiration date:           / 

 Security code (on back of card)        Name on Card:  

n  I am enclosing a $               tax-deductible contribution to help make adoption education 
available to everyone, regardless of ability to pay. Please indicate if you wish to dedicate this 
donation to someone connected to your life through adoption:  

Total amount: $               

Please list your choices for breakout sessions by designating A, B, or C:

Breakout Session I:           Breakout Session II:           Breakout Session III:         

Check any of the following that apply:

 Birth Parent  Adoptive Parent  Prospective Parent  Adopted Person 

 Foster Parent  Grandparent  Adoption Professional  Therapist  

 Educator  Adoption Attorney  First-time conference attendee  Other  

Mail your registration to:
The Barker Adoption Foundation/Conference Registration 
7979 Old Georgetown Road 
Bethesda, Maryland 20814

• Space is limited. Please register early.

• The site is wheelchair-accessible.

• CEUs available for social workers.

Contact Information:
For any special requests or questions regarding this event, please contact The Barker 
Adoption Foundation at 301-664-9664 or email info@barkerfoundation.org.

You may also register on-line at www.barkeradoptionfoundation.orgRegistration
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Breakout Session Summaries
I A. You’ve Got Mail: The New Realities 
of Adoption Reunion
Historically, adoption reunions have been facilitated through 
official channels by third parties including social workers 
and state officials, and involved counseling both before 
and during the search process to assist all parties with the 
emotional complexities associated with reconnection. In 
recent years, many adoptees and birth family members 
have found each other directly using the internet and 
genetic testing services. This session will explore how these 
developments have changed the reunion process, and what 
steps all members of the adoption circle can take to ensure 
a healthy and beneficial reconnection process, regardless of 
how a reunion occurred. Presenter: Varda Makovsky

I B. Therapeutic Writing for the Adoption Constellation
Being a member of the adoption constellation – adoptee, 
birth parent, adoptive parent – can sometimes be hard 
to wrap your head and heart around. Putting words to 
complex and amorphous thoughts and feelings can be 
challenging. In this integrated group, we will explore our 
internal experiences around adoption through short writing 
exercises – such as a letter to your child or your child’s birth 
parent, or an imagining of your reunion or visit to your host 
country – complemented by discussion and optional sharing 
(submitting your writing and reading aloud are not required). 
You will have the opportunity to explore these issues with 
other members of the constellation, and learn from one 
another’s varying experiences, perspectives, and wisdom. 
Presenter: Sarah Saffian

I C. What to Expect When You’re 
Expecting an Older Child
Parents considering older child adoption do not always 
know what to expect after placement. Through her own 
experience as an adoptee and adoptive parent, Ashley will 
help attendees “see” into the mind of a young person who is 
joining a family at an older age. During this session, Ashley 
will share with parents some of the emotions and behaviors 
that they may experience while their child is working through 
their understandably ambivalent feelings about adoption, 
and will provide tips for helpful ways to make their child/
children feel supported as they adjust to their new family. 
Presenter: Ashley Rhodes-Courter

II A. Insights into Blended Families: A Dialogue 
with Sibs by Birth and Adoption
Families formed by adoption and by birth deal with 
challenges unique to such families. The panelists – sibling 
sets from both international and domestic adoptive families – 
reflect on how parents and youth might best deal with the 
issues that arise. The young adults will also provide insights 
into how their sensibilities and world views were enlarged by 
growing up in a blended family. Moderator: Marilyn Regier

II B. Rough Roads Can Lead to Great Destinations
During this session participants will learn about healthy 
formation of identity in adoptees. Parents will be provided 
with a unique view into the hearts, minds and souls of the 
adopted person experience. Participants will also learn 

more about the often unresolved questions surrounding 
their birth family, the decision to place them for adoption 
and how much of whom they are is related to their DNA vs. 
their upbringing. Parents will be offered practical tips for 
navigating and negotiating a family journey rooted/routed in 
finding the balance between profound losses, and, hopefully, 
bigger gains. Presenter: Tara Linh Leaman

II C. I Choose Whom I Call Family
It is important for many adoptees to of have a relationship 
with both adoptive and birth family. Adoptive parents 
have a significant role in being proactive in helping their 
child navigate these relationships. This workshop will walk 
attendees through a personal journey of adoption and the 
process of reconnecting with birth family. Through both 
his personal and professional experience, the presenter 
will explore the importance of maintaining or developing 
connections (when possible) to both birth and adoptive 
family members. We will also discuss the ambivalence, 
challenges and successes adoptees may face when choosing 
whom they call family. Presenter: Chauncey Strong

III A. My Not-So Perfect, Perfect Family
“It was meant to be.” “We were made to be together.” “It 
was divine intervention.” These and other phrases are often 
used to describe how adoptive parents and their children 
became matched with one another. But what if your child 
doesn’t always feel that way? What if your child expresses 
ambivalence about being a part of your family? What if your 
child expresses anger at their birth parents or a greater sense 
of love for their birth parents? A panel of adoptees will share 
their personal journeys from ambivalence to acceptance and 
how their adoptive and birth parents supported them along 
the way. Moderator: Sue Hollar

III B. Embracing Open Adoption: A Panel of 
Birth and Adoptive Parent Perspectives
Let’s face it. When it comes to parenting, open adoption 
is an added layer of the unknown. Many families have read 
the literature and attended workshops. They understand 
the benefits, and they want to embrace their children’s 
birth family, but have natural questions surrounding how 
to navigate this new relationship. In this unique panel, you 
will hear from adoptive parents and birth parents who will 
candidly share their experiences. They will reflect on how 
they their relationship has evolved with one another for their 
child. Moderator: Lisa Hughes

III C. Finding “Identity” in a Conspicuous Family
No matter how “color-blind” adoptive parents may feel, the 
race, culture and ethnicity of their transracially adopted 
children are integral parts of their respective identities. Being 
part of a conspicuous family often results in others making 
assumptions and comments about race and adoption. 
This workshop will explore some of the unique dynamics 
involved in parenting a child of another race. Participants 
will walk away with tools that can be used to help build a 
healthy transracial adoptive family, and will also learn ways to 
support their children in developing a positive view of their 
identity as an individual. Presenter: Michelle Hughes
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