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Good morning, Chairman Stewart, Ranking Member Brown and members of the Human Services Subcommittee of House Finance.  My name is Jane, and I am here to testify in support of HB 119 and its increase in the Adoption Subsidy from $250 per month to $300 per month.
My husband and I are adoptive parents.  We have two birth children, both young adults now, and two adoptive children, Becky and Will, who are 14 and almost 12. It’s been a long time since I’ve told our story. I used to tell it all the time, but about five years ago I realized that telling the story so often was holding us back, kind of keeping us stuck in that place, and that we needed to break free from everything that had happened to our adoptive kids and move on. But I am happy to share the story with you today in hopes that it might help other adoptive families in Ohio.

There were many reasons we decided to adopt, but by far the biggest reason was that we wanted to break the cycle of abuse for at least a few children. It broke my heart, and it still does, to know that there are children out there who are never shown any love, who never get help with homework, who don’t know what it means to have someone read to them, who have literally never heard a kind word spoken in their direction. We hoped, and continue to hope, that living in and being loved by our family would give at least a couple of children a chance to live meaningful, productive lives. 

Our intention wasn’t to become foster parents, but we accepted Becky as a risk placement, that is, as a foster child with the chance that she would become free for us to adopt, because we believed that we would have a greater influence in her life if we could begin as early as possible. When we got her at sixteen months, she had already suffered eight broken bones, broken at different times during her short life, and a torn esophagus, probably from having a spoon jammed down her throat.  She couldn’t walk, but then her broken leg bones would have made it very painful to try. She had only one word which was “mama”. It didn’t mean mother though, it meant bottle, which was her only comfort. She would cry for about three seconds and then suddenly stop, most likely because she had been slapped for crying. But the worst thing of all was that she had no effect. This is a condition in which the child is simply gone, not connecting with the outside world. Her eyes were blank. 
Her birth mother, Gretchen, who was fifteen when she became pregnant with Becky, was sure that Becky was a result of incest, since Gretchen’s father had been raping her repeatedly, but DNA tests showed that Becky was actually the child of another man, whom Gretchen later married. The birth father was jailed at least two times during the three years that we waited to adopt Becky and her brother. As you can imagine, a lot of anger on the part of her birth parents was directed at Becky. Although only the birth parents themselves will ever know exactly what happened, there was plenty of evidence for the court to find Becky dependent, abused and neglected. Friends told me I would eventually become angry towards our kids’ birth parents because of all that they had done to Becky and Will, but truthfully I never have. I see those birth parents as the children who never escaped the horrible circumstances of their lives.
As soon as we got Becky, all four of us, my husband and I and our two children who were then 8 and 10, began holding her, cuddling her, talking to her and reading to her. Over a six month period she improved dramatically; she began walking, talking, and responding more normally. During this time she was required to have regular visits with her birth parents. Sometimes Gretchen would show up at the agency for the visits, and sometimes she wouldn’t. When she did, there was very little interaction between her and Becky. Once in a great while, the birth father would come. I remember him bringing Becky, who was under two years old, several candy bars and a bag of lollipops. Once he made a comment to Becky about how he would never sexually abuse her. Becky usually came away from these visits with out-of-control behavior problems. It would take several days to get back to what was passing for normal, and then we’d have to do the visits all over again. It was emotionally draining for all of us.
Once Will was born, Gretchen would bring him to the visits when she came. Sometimes I would be in the waiting area with her so I got a glimpse of their interaction. When she spoke to him, it was only to yell at him, as in, “What are you lookin’ at? There ain’t nothin’ there for you, dumb kid.” When he was six months old, a routine check-up revealed a 5” bruise across his back, and when the doctors followed up on that with X-rays, they discovered a broken bone. Will was then removed from Gretchen’s home and eventually placed with us. 

Because of the court system at that time, it wasn’t until Becky was four and Will was two that we were able to adopt them. That was a great day! Many people had been praying for our family and supporting us. We have a picture of people gathered together in celebration at our church; there must be over a hundred people.

Well, that was a great day, but it was only the beginning, or rather, the continuation, of our family life. Becky and Will can be very thoughtful, helpful kids. They love to read, and play the piano, and they are active at church. Will just got a puppy for Christmas. He shows a lot of responsibility in caring for her. They are good, kind children who truly lived through hell before they came into our care. It’s no wonder that they have issues. Who among us wouldn’t? 
As their parents, we have dealt with lying, stealing, lots and lots of sneaking, fits of rage, the unwillingness to take care of bathroom and cleanliness needs even up to the age of 12, and the inability to form deep, committed relationships. They have broken our neighbors’ windows. (Fortunately, we have wonderful neighbors who have been very understanding!) These things are especially true of Becky, since she went through a lot more than Will before she was removed from the abusive situation. I thought I was a great parent until I began parenting kids with attachment disorders and a history of abuse. It really isn’t easy. We go through periods of apparent stability, and then they revert to negative behaviors. Normal discipline techniques don’t work. If I try to reprimand Becky, her eyes go blank and she “disappears.” If I try to use logical consequences, she “goes away” into a place within herself that’s unaffected by the outside world. Still, I have to say that things have definitely improved as the years have gone by.
We receive some PASSS funds which we can use only for respite. We use these funds to pay a caregiver so that we can have a short break to keep our marriage strong and regain strength to continue parenting. We receive no other support except the $250 adoption subsidy. Now Will needs braces, and there is no money to cover that cost of about $3500. 
I was shocked to learn that the adoption subsidy hasn’t been increased in 21 years. That’s not very supportive of the incredible job done by adoptive parents of special needs kids. If Becky and Will hadn’t been adopted, Becky most likely would have been severely sexually abused by now. There’s a strong chance that Will would be walking in his birth father’s footsteps, headed for jail terms. Given what happened to them before the age of two, they may not have even lived. Becky wants to be a nurse. That’s a possibility for her, something she’d never have had in her abusive home. 
I am not one for big budgets, throwing money at problems to “fix” them, but I truly believe that increasing the adoption subsidy is money wisely and compassionately invested in Ohio’s children.  It is an investment that will pay off as more children grow up to be contributing members of society and not legal and financial burdens on the state. It may encourage some people who have been considering special needs adoption to realize that the state appreciates and supports the amazing life-changing work that adoptive parents do. It will certainly help those brave parents who have taken on special needs kids to meet the everyday financial necessities of those children. Please make the increase in adoption subsidy a priority in the budget. It’s not much, but it sends a message both to Ohio’s adoptive parents and to those considering adoption that says, “Thank you for the difficult work you do. Here, let us support you, and in doing so, strengthen Ohio’s future.”
Chairman Stewart, thank you for allowing me to testify in support of this bill. I would be happy to answer any questions you may have.
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