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A Home for Sofia

With birth mothers choosing adoption and barriers to adopting falling away, area children like her are finding permanent families

By KIM MULFORD
Courier-Post Staff 
On Nov. 20, as courts around the country observe National Adoption Day, 8-month-old Sofia will legally become the daughter of Trish Napoli and Jerri Struk.
But, in every other way, she already is.
Since the curly-haired infant was born a month prematurely at just 5 1/2 pounds, Sofia has been the center of the Cherry Hill couple's universe.
Placed through Open Arms Adoption Network, the baby has lived with the women since they brought her home from the hospital.
"As soon as we met her, she was our child," said Struk, 48, as Napoli played with Sofia in the family's bright living room. "I can't imagine her not being in the house."
Since National Adoption Day began in 2000, more than 25,000 children have had their adoptions finalized during the event. (This year, the day falls on Saturday, Nov. 21.)
Camden County will see an expected 30 adoptions completed on Nov. 20; Gloucester County will have 10 and Burlington County will have about 20, according to the counties' surrogate's offices.
"We seem to increase our numbers every year," said Camden County Surrogate Patricia Egan Jones, adding Camden County saw 425 adoptions in 2008. "It's a lot, and it's wonderful."
More birth mothers are choosing adoption for their babies, according to Meredith Rose, executive director of the Open Arms Adoption Network in Philadelphia.
And, the barriers to adoption have been dropping away in New Jersey, where grandparents, same-sex couples and single parents can adopt a child.
The adoption process is nothing to fear, said Deborah Spivack, Napoli's and Struk's adoption attorney in Cherry Hill.
State law requires prospective adoptive families undergo requirements such as a home study, criminal background checks, child-abuse clearances and an interview to learn the family's views on adoption and child-rearing. More home visits are required after finalization.
Adoptive families that meet state requirements can usually adopt within 12 to 18 months, Spivack said.
"Any family who has a child-centered desire to parent would make a good candidate," Spivack said.
For the last year and a half, Edwina and David Johnson of Atco have been working to adopt their foster child, Tysheek. On Nov. 20, the 10-year-old will officially become a part of their family, and will change his name to Christopher Samuel Johnson.
The Johnsons are foster parents for the New Jersey MENTOR program, which serves children with emotional and behavioral challenges. Raised in the foster care system, Tysheek has lived with them since he was almost 8 years old.
"We decided we wanted to take him out of the system and make him our child," said David Johnson, a 48-year-old who works with children who have behavioral health needs. "We felt we could give him more attention and guidance if we made him our own."
Though the Johnsons were already approved as foster parents, the state worked to reunite the boy with his biological family first, before allowing the couple to adopt him. That process was a gut-wrenching, emotional roller coaster, said Johnson, who also has an 18-year-old daughter.
But now, the family is looking forward to the adoption finalization and an adoption party planned for their latest addition.
"He is totally excited about it," said Johnson.
All kinds of good people make good families, said Jones. Judges want to know if families can afford to raise the child, the surrogate said. During the finalization, judges also ask if the adoptive family understands the child will have the same rights that any biological children might have.
Whether adoptions are done privately or through an agency, the surrogate's office ensures all the legal paperwork and state requirements are completed before finalization.
"It really is all about protecting the children," said Jones. "We want to make the process easy for the prospective parents because we want them to do it more than once if they can."
To help take the mystery out of adoption, the county is hosting its fourth annual Adoption Expo at the Cherry Hill Mall on Saturday, Nov. 14, and at Voorhees Town Center on Sunday, Nov. 15. Representatives from area adoption agencies, the state and adoption attorneys will be there to answer questions and clear up misconceptions.
For one, adoption doesn't have to be expensive. Because they are adopting a foster child, the Johnsons will continue to receive medical care for their son and an allowance to cover expenses such as clothing. There is also a federal income tax credit for adoptions.
And the adoption process isn't as hard as it might seem.
A couple for 18 years, Struk and Napoli weren't able to bear children themselves, but they yearned to parent. They moved to New Jersey, partly because of the state's adoption laws. Once Sofia's adoption is finalized, they plan to adopt a second child.
For other families thinking of adoption, Struk said, "do it."
"Don't hesitate," Struk said. "Research and go to a couple agencies and see where you're going to feel comfortable. You'll know immediately."
Most importantly, said Johnson, the children are in this world already and they need a stable family.
"Because you have a place in your heart and a place in your home," Johnson said, "you can make a big difference in their life if you decide to make that choice."
Reach Kim Mulford at (856) 486-2448 or kmulford@courierpostonline.com
Additional Facts
IF YOU GO 
The Adoption Expo, sponsored by the Camden County Surrogate's Office, will be held in the Grand Court of the Cherry Hill Mall on Saturday, Nov. 14, from 11 
a.m. to 4 p.m., and in Boscov's Court at Voorhees Town Center on Sunday, Nov. 15, from noon to 3 p.m. 

For information, call Cheryl Austin at (856) 225-7287 or e-mail her at 
caustin@camdencounty.com
