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Including a review of this special story of adoption seems
appropriate to the topic of social pedagogy — the focus of
this issue. Not only is the process of adopting an older child
one that involves care and connectedness, establishing inter-
relationships and making a commitment to new learning, it
is one that requires a holistic approach to development and
wellbeing. This small and very readable volume tells the story
of Jeannie and Gordon — Gordon whose experiences of loss
and disadvantage echo those of most children who come into
care, and Jeannie, a single woman who commits to adopting
an older child and all that such a decision entails.

The story unfolds with Jeannie and Gordon taking turns
as the narrator and using their differing points of view to
carry the reader forward from the time of their meeting to
Gordon’s independent adulthood. The tone is always posi-
tive, though the various experiences and challenges each face
are difficult and demand re-thinking of established attitudes,
ideas and approaches.

The process of being approved for adoption is an arduous
one and not for the fainthearted, but Jeannie does not dwell
too long on this aspect of the story, focusing instead on her
own development as a new parent once Gordon had joined
her. One of the strengths of this story is the honesty that
comes through in the telling. This captures the reader’s inter-
est and makes this book useful to those who are
contemplating adoption or permanent care of an older child.
While there are many fundamental elements to becoming a
parent of an older child that will resonate with adopting
parents, Jeannie is quick to stress that her learning, associated
specifically with parenting Gordon, will be different to what
others will experience with a different child. As a great
believer in reading widely, I wouldn’t hesitate to encourage
prospective adoptive parents to read this narrative as there
are many elements of relevance whether adopting a young
child, an older child, a relative child or a ‘stranger’.

As if I was a Real Boy may also provide a useful starting
point for conversation with older children who are being
adopted, though it might be a book that needs some degree
of filtering through conversations with carers. Gordon’s spe-
cific issues may not be of such interest to young people who
have their own, and different, difficulties to face, but the

more general issues of settling into a new household and
establishing oneself in a family and in education might be
helpful in initiating discussion within the home. There is cer-
tainly much to ponder and question for those children and
young people who find reading, and identifying with a char-
acter in a story, a way in which to think about their own
situation.

I was particularly impressed with the foundational idea
that learning is equally important for child and carer and can
be achieved through many means, not only formal avenues
of learning/teaching such as in schools and training pro-
grams. Jeannie is particularly skilled at being able to turn
day-to-day events into opportunities from which both she
and Gordon can learn. Always, she maintains a confidence in
herself and in Gordon which leads to reasonable and usually
positive, outcomes from them both. On a more critical note,
I felt there was some lack of balance in the narrating with
Jeannie having more to say than Gordon, and a tendency
towards some schmaltzy commentary in the concluding
pages of the story. However, there are some really wonderful
passages in this book that could be used in training and dis-
cussions with prospective foster parents as well as with those
wanting to adopt. The response of Jeannie towards Gordon
after he had started a fire springs to mind, as does the busi-
ness of Gordon not wanting to have Christmas. Another
event involves the potential for Gordon to be expelled from
school. These might not be the same issues that others face,
but involve similar challenges to aspects of discipline, atti-
tudes and rituals. Such events also raise the important issue
of needing to advocate for children and young people who
have been disadvantaged and who will be potentially more
so, if treated as though they were ‘normal” within society’s
institutionalised regimes.

It is always what I call ‘deep-breath country’ to write
about personal experiences, and Jeannie and Gordon are
to be commended for taking this step, together with BAAF
for publishing their account. I hope it will be a useful tool
for those working in the foster care and adoption field,
quite apart from its very real interest as a story of human
endeavour.
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