
ADOPTION LANGUAGE 
*this is the language that Ashley Mitchell tends to use for Knee to Knee, LLC and why 

THIS IS IN NO WAY MEANT TO SHAME YOU IF YOU HAVE OR CONTINUE TO USE THIS LANGUAGE 

 

“It’s more important to understand the intent behind the language.”   

-Amy Erickson, Birth Mother 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

#ADOPTIONROCKS:  Not a lot of the time it doesn’t.  I understand that in order to get more 

“hits” and be seen in more feeds based on social media algorithms etc. we tend to lean toward using 

popular hashtags and commonly used phrases so that we can be more successful in our postings.  I 

personally do not use the term Adoption Rocks (I am sure in the past I have tagged it once or twice).  I 

know many women that adoption rocks for, but I know more women than not, that it doesn’t always.  It 

is totally personal to your journey and IF YOUR ADOPTION ROCKS, go for it.  You do you!  I have never 

felt that it was something that needed to be celebrated in such a casual way.  I think it is disrespectful on 

t-shirts and in fundraisers.  I think it is painful when posting pictures of babies that are in the arms of 

other parents.  I think it disregards the adoptee voice who may feel otherwise.  I believe that in general, 

Adoption doesn’t rock.  I would never post a picture of me and my son after a visit in the after math and 

tag how #adoptionrocks.   

 

BIRTH MOM vs. First Mom/Natural Mom:  I personally use the term Birth Mother.  

You will see in a few spots on our site we use the term Birth/First Mother so that we can reach women 

that may relate to a different term.  This is such a personal thing for the women that have lost/gave 

up/or placed a child for adoption.  Whatever term speaks to them and their role and who they are is to 

be respected.  We all have such different feelings around it.  I know some women that hate the term 

birth mother because it makes them feel that all they were good for was giving birth, so we need to 

understand the women individually and make sure that we aren’t just trying to pick ONE label and apply 

it to ALL women.  For me personally, I don’t like the term First Mother.  I think it breeds a sense of 

ownership around who came FIRST, who was the “original mom”, that my motherhood was only for a 

short time and now it has ended.  For me I am still Derek’s mom, and so is the woman that is his mom.  

We are both in a never-ending state of motherhood for Derek and so there is no entitlement or 

ownership over him.  I did give birth to him.  I did give him life.  And she is helping him live it.  Birth 

Mother or Biological Mother is who I am…and as for WHAT DOES HE CALL ME?  My name is Ashley.  He 



calls me Ashley.  And it works for us.  He knows I am his Birth Mom, he knows that he came from my 

tummy, and he knows I am still here whenever he needs me.   

 

ORPHANS (regarding domestic adoption):   

We need to be careful about using the term “orphan” when we are talking about domestic infant 
adoption, specifically.  I know that this comes from the Bible and the different interpretations of “not 
turning away from children living as orphans” and “to father the fatherless”.    
The universal definition for Orphan:   
or·phan  /ˈôrfən/  noun 

1. 1. 
a child whose parents are dead. 
 
I have a big issue with using the church culture, not to touch our hearts on the needs of care for the 

children of this nation, but to ease moral dilemma about adopting a child that is not an actual orphan.  

To ease moral dilemma about our “calling to adopt”.   I am alive and well, Derek’s father is alive and 

well.  We are not dead.  He is not an orphan.  Even in the worst-case scenario where a child is 

abandoned the child is NOT an orphan.  If your heart is truly for the orphaned make sure that is who you 

are looking to serve, not domestic infant adoption where you are hand selected a large percentage of 

the time by the living biological parents.  Also, please keep in mind that there is a large international 

“orphan” population that would be considered more of a “financial orphan” where again there was no 

possible way of parenting, obvious abandonment took place, but that the biological families are still 

living.  If they are true orphans, we can serve in that capacity.  If they are not, honor the children and 

where they came from.   

Also, a great perspective from an International Adult Adoptee that shares a different perspective:  

Orphan can just mean a child that has no one to care for them.  No need for death requirements in this 

conversation.   

 

TUMMY MOMMY:  Look I get it, I really do.  My son grew in my tummy.  And what the world 

knows of pregnancy and birth and moms is the tummy.  It is easy, especially if you have never had 

biological children to share with a child “you grew in her tummy, while you grew in my heart”.  That 

makes sense for a kid.  AND if you have older kids who have seen pregnancy, maybe are your own 

biological children and now a child is coming to your home through adoption, it is an easy way to explain 

the difference between the two.  Please, if you respect me, don’t EVER call me Tummy Mommy. 

(personal preference).  This is a term that I strongly dislike as a grown ass lady.  BUT I do understand the 

use of it in educating the child.  I think you should graduate from this term as quickly as possible as the 

child ages to give a more adult and respectful term to the biological mothers.  This again is a term that 

can come across very demeaning in the fact that SHE WAS ONLY GOOD FOR HER TUMMY.   

 



GOTCHA DAY:  I do not think that there is a place for this in any domestic infant adoption 

finalization.  I think it is disrespectful and the child is NOT a possession that one family “gets to have” 

over another.  However, I do know that in Foster Care cases and International Adoption cases where 

children really respond to this term, where they can express the abandonment, and be excited to “have 

someone have them” is a very different thing.  In terms of a domestic infant adoption I think we can 

celebrate “Adoption Day” or “Finalization Day” in a respectful manner, always keeping the loss that the 

adoption started with in your heart and mind and this day may be a celebration for you, and the final 

nail in the coffin for the biological parent(s).   I have also grown to respect agencies a great deal that 

don’t even post about their families until adoption day.  That they may post asking for prayers during 

the “wait season” but that are more than anything waiting to post anything until it is finalized and legal 

from all aspects.   

 

PAPER PREGNANT:  After learning for the past 10 years from Adoptive Parents, especially those 

that have never had biological children, a lot of this comes from trying to “normalize” their experience.  

As a woman’s “right” to bear a child and the astronomical hype put on us by society to celebrate every 

step of the way, it can feel very disappointing when you don’t get to have what other women have.  So 

you naturally want to make your adoption journey something that it is not.  To make it as “natural” as 

possible when it feels very unnatural.  You want to be celebrated, you want pregnancy announcements, 

you want to have baby showers and ALL THE THINGS.  But unfortunately, the reality is, this is NOT a 

normal pregnancy.  Adoption does not always feel natural.  If we can stop trying to make it something 

that it is not, then we can start excepting it for what it is and we can honor and do it well.  Also, there is 

this mindset in the posts about “paperwork” and home study, and writing the checks and making books 

etc.  that feels HUGE and COMPLICATED and EMOTIONAL.  Please understand I am not saying that it 

isn’t all these things but please, please remember, that there is an actual pregnant woman on the other 

side, NOT celebrating, no pregnancy announcements, no baby showers, no nursery room preparations.  

She has fear and shame and rejection and unknown.  Lets please try and remember she doesn’t get to 

normalize this.  She has no choice but to just survive it.  Show a little respect.   

 

CHOSEN vs. Matched:  I will forever and always use CHOSEN.  I will forever and always 

encourage professionals to use chosen.  I will forever and always remember what it was like when I sat 

down and poured over 50 family profiles, pregnant, terrified and overwhelmed as I had to CHOOSE a 

family that would adopt my son.  This term was first created and brainstormed and officially used in 

South Carolina with QUIVER FULL ADOPTIONS and me as we trained together on post placement care 

and worked with their hopeful adoptive parents on healthy etiquette during the wait.  I was never ok 

with agencies and consultants claiming that they had families that were matched.  I know, not every 

mother chooses a family.  BUT, generally speaking, when a woman goes into an agency and looks at 

profile books, she is promised that she has an empowered role in her adoption plan, that she gets to 

CHOOSE the family that will raise her child.  The agencies are not match makers; it is not because of 

them.  It is because of the biological parent(s) that choose the families for their children.  Derek has the 

parents he does because I hand selected them from a giant pile of other families, I trusted them with my 

first newborn son.  I trusted them with the most important thing in my life.  NO ONE MATCHED ME like a 

https://www.quiverfulladoptions.com/


dating app.  I CHOSE them.  And I will never be ok with someone trying to diminish my role in that 

process.  EVER.   

DISCLAIMER:  This is in NO WAY claiming that the Adoptee was CHOSEN by the adoptive parents.  This is 

a different topic that should be addressed!  This is 100% about the process that biological mothers go 

through when considering adoption as an option and what we must do in order to walk that out.  

Choosing a family is a HUGE part of the pre-relinquishment process.  Maybe the most important one we 

make!   

 

ABBREVIATIONS (EM, BM, BF, HAP, AP):  I will keep this short.  BM = Bowel 

Movement.  Stop being lazy in ANY adoption abbreviation.  Be respectful.  Type the damn thing out.  It 

doesn’t take THAT much time.  I don’t care what kind of technologically enhanced world we live in.  We 

are talking about humans, mothers, our children.  Spell the damn thing out.   

 

PARTIAL ADOPTEE:  We are seeing a very small trend of “partial adoptee” language.  For those 

that would be confused about what that actually means, let me break it down for you.  Two parents are 

married, they divorce, one remarries (typically the mother) and a stepfather adopts the child.  So yes, 

technically, there is an adoption that takes place.  Typically, though where we get into differences is that 

there is knowledge of biological father, whereabouts, name, birth certificate, and maybe contact and 

conversation.  I definitely think that there is a space for this conversation.  I think that in the national 

divorce communities there is a huge fight for education around “bonus families” in the taking on of 

stepchildren in these situations.  I don’t know that I agree that it belongs in the same lane as the 

astronomical loss that takes place for a child that is placed for adoption at birth, potential loss of any 

connection of biological families, maybe even lies that have been shared by the adoptive parents.  With 

someone that is adopted by a stepparent they still have the luxury of being parented BY A BIOLOGICAL 

PARENT.  Adoptees placed for adoption at birth, or removed by the state, there is no option for those 

children to have that luxury.  I think there is room for the conversation but not in the adoption lane in 

the way that we talk about with international, domestic or foster care adoption.   

 

DISRUPTED/FAILED ADOPTION:  This will be short for me.  I think that at any time a 

woman is educated and empowered and has sustainable resources and decides to parent her own child 

then that is not a failure.  HOWEVER, I am very aware of the loss and the heartache on the side of the 

hopeful adoptive parents.  I will never be so black and white on this topic that I can’t see the investment, 

the risk, the connection and the hope lost in one decision…even if it is the right one.  I think we have to 

continue to educate as much as possible the families in the wait so that we can truly understand and 

prepare for situations just like this.  And until I think there is a better word….I think we celebrate the win 

and mourn the loss.  What else can we do.  Any word suggestions??   

 



BETTER LIFE vs. Different Life:  It is so interesting how much this has changed for me 

personally as the years post placement get larger.  It has been over a decade and I know without a doubt 

in my mind that Derek has a different life than he would have if I had parented.  BUT I am not sure that 

it is better.  Do I think he has a good life?  YES.  Do I think he is loved and cared about deeply?  YES.  Do I 

think that I made the right choice at the time?  YES.  Would I change it?  Can’t answer that.  BUT with all 

the clarity on knowing that he has an amazing life and is loved and cared for and his family has followed 

through with everything they promised…I am still not sure that it is better.  Was it better for him to be 

placed?  Can’t answer that.  Was it better for me to place him?  Can’t answer that.  Was it better for the 

generations effected by my choice?  Can’t answer that.  For me, this isn’t really about being able to look 

back and answer or change things for my own journey, BUT it is about how it is viewed by hopeful 

adoptive families that come in with the mind set that they are adopting a baby and providing a better 

life.  That they are going to save this child from a terrible fate.   

DISCLAIMER:  I am not talking specifically about foster care.  I truly do believe that there are BETTER 

situations for children than the home that they live in.  But I do believe that with infant domestic 

adoption that there is more DIFFERENT than BETTER.   

 

LOST MY BABY/GAVE UP MY BABY/PLACED MY BABY:  I will always use the term 

PLACED when I am speaking about my decision that I made for me and my son.  I think it is the most 

ethical language that we can use to honor the Birth Mother and the life changing decision that is made.  

However, I do honor and respect the journey that mothers have taken over decades of shame and 

secrecy.  If you can truly study and learn about the horrific things that happened to the women in the 

years before Roe vs.  Wade.  What this language really allows us to do is understand the women, their 

journey, the lack of support that they had, and how they feel about adoption.  It is important, no matter 

how harsh we feel their delivery can be when sharing their perspective, that we really look at when they 

placed, where they placed and how the placement took place.  Even when we can feel under attack or 

offended, they are most likely justified in some of their frustrations.  Take the time to educate yourself 

on that time in history and how we have transitioned into where we are now.  Read THE GIRLS WHO 

WENT AWAY if you are looking for a solid resource.   

 

EXPECTANT MOM vs. Birth Mom:  Expectant Mom is a woman that is considering her 

options through the pregnancy season.  She is still in charge of the decisions; she still has all the parental 

rights and she can change her mind at any time during her pregnancy and after delivery.  A birth mom is 

a woman who has signed the paperwork and has relinquished her parental rights.  It is very important to 

understand the coercion that can take place when we call women Birth Mothers before they relinquish.  

We never want to put them in a position to feel like it is a “done deal” when it is not.  That they have the 

right to change their mind and do what they truly believe is going to be best.  We must understand also 

when she is considering adoption that she is CHOOSING a hopeful adoptive family to walk with her 

through that brief season.  If a woman walks into an agency, wants to look at profile books and wants to 

choose a family that she feels like could be the best decision for her child, that is her right.  The family’s 

role in that time is to walk with her, support her and love her well while she considers this option.  At 

https://www.amazon.com/s?k=the+girls+who+went+away&gclid=EAIaIQobChMIo9PE77Px5AIVhaDsCh0GUAAAEAAYAiAAEgIjsvD_BwE&hvadid=241917107923&hvdev=c&hvlocphy=9029894&hvnetw=g&hvpos=1t2&hvqmt=e&hvrand=2834736203060112898&hvtargid=aud-649564993678%3Akwd-2074438209&hydadcr=22563_10346375&tag=googhydr-20&ref=pd_sl_s3zrhyiho_e
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=the+girls+who+went+away&gclid=EAIaIQobChMIo9PE77Px5AIVhaDsCh0GUAAAEAAYAiAAEgIjsvD_BwE&hvadid=241917107923&hvdev=c&hvlocphy=9029894&hvnetw=g&hvpos=1t2&hvqmt=e&hvrand=2834736203060112898&hvtargid=aud-649564993678%3Akwd-2074438209&hydadcr=22563_10346375&tag=googhydr-20&ref=pd_sl_s3zrhyiho_e


the end if she ends up relinquishing then the open adoption relationship can begin.  If she chooses to 

parent at the end, then a mother and child stay together, and a family empowered her in that space.  I 

am not saying there isn’t loss, but I am saying that there isn’t coercion and that is what it needs to look 

like.   

 

 

BIRTH MOM STRONG:  I have grown to really, really dislike this term.  I use the term 

#BigToughGirl instead but hello, I am the OG BTG.  I am not a boastful Birth Mother.  I am not proud of 

the choice that I made, and I think I have caused so much pain over the years for everyone that was 

affected by my choices.  I don’t think that my placement was brave, I think my healing is.  I know that 

women need to “adopt” a title that works for them, they need to find a place in their healing that makes 

sense, that feels respectful to the journey.  I used to use Birth Mom Strong all the time, I even made 

product to sell with this phrase printed on it.  I know that many women love this, that they are proud of 

the choice and want to beat their chest about it.  I think for me, I made a decision, right or wrong and 

now I live with the consequences of that decision…some good, some bad.  But I know that it doesn’t feel 

good to be to boast about sending my son away because of the circumstances.  That doesn’t make me 

proud.  THE POST PLACEMENT FIGHT, the healing journey, being present in our open adoption, 

advocating for others…all of those things make me proud.  So I am a Big Tough Girl™  and I can scream 

that title all day!   
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