
Journey to a new life 

When most people think of family planning, they think of limiting the number of children 

that a family has through means of a contraceptive or voluntary sterilization, such as a 

vasectomy. Everyone has a general plan for creating a family, and that may include not 

having any kids at all. But what happens when the plan goes wrong? People have 

unwanted pregnancies, children born with disabilities and some families cannot 

financially afford to have as many children as they would like. But what happens when a 

family can’t conceive? 

Choosing Adoption 

Adoption was never the original plan for Greg and Fran Van Norman. When she 

was 26, Van Norman got married to her first husband. They tried having kids for a while, 

but it resulted in an ectopic pregnancy, which means the egg implanted outside of the 

uterus. In cases like this, the only option is to terminate the pregnancy. 

Fran first marriage didn’t work, so when she got married again at age 34, she 

tried to conceive with her new husband, knowing her chances were slim due to her age. 

After this, they decided to try adoption as their second resort to family planning. 

 When they made their adoption search public, they were paired with a woman 

who was having a baby that would be the sixth child in the family. The woman didn’t 

want the baby, so the Van Normans got a lawyer and communicated with the birth 

mother. Due to the law in Iowa, the birth parents have 72 hours to make a decision 

about their children, so even though Fran was there for the delivery, the birth mother 

chose not to give her child up for adoption. The decision was made after learning that 



the child would have some health complications. With money spent and time passed, 

the Van Normans walked away with no children.  

*** 

        It seems that most people think of adoption as a Plan B or C, an afterthought 

when a family is unable to have children on their own. For Beau and Kendra 

Christiansen, adoption has always been their first choice for family planning. From the 

time Kendra was in elementary school, she knew that she wanted to adopt children from 

another country. As she grew older, she began to turn that childhood dream into a 

reality. By saving the money she received from birthdays, Christmas gifts and other 

occasions, Kendra began raising funds to cover the process of an adoption.   

      As she began dating her now-husband, Beau, she presented the possibility of 

adoption in their future. Although it was something he had never thought about, he was 

completely on board with it.  

“Beau and I, as far as we know, can have biological children,” Christiansen said. 

“We have just chosen not to. This was our Plan A.” 

As a part of their wedding, they did a dollar dance, and all of the money went to a 

separate account that would later help them pay for all of the fees during the adoption of 

their three kids. These fees include paying lawyers, getting background checks and a 

home study and money spent entering the country. Originally, they weren’t planning on 

adopting until 2016, but in January of 2014, the adoption process quickly made its way 

into their lives. 

The Adoption Process 



After their adoption process ended without a child, the Van Normans had no 

choice but to resort to Plan C. Because some of their family friends decided to foster 

kids, the Van Normans turned to foster care. They began by taking a 10-week class 

offered by the State of Iowa. The course included 30 hours of training that would equip 

them to be good foster parents. As they took these classes, they still wanted to adopt. 

“We had told them during the class that we only wanted to adopt, Fran said. “At 

the time, since we didn’t have any kids, I didn’t want to have to give them back.” 

When the Van Normans completed their foster care class in April, they were 

licensed to foster kids, but they had to wait a month until they were called to foster 

children.           

The foster care process took less of a financial toll on the Van Normans because 

they didn’t have fees to pay. The state provides lawyers who take care of the details 

with the adoptions, the Van Normans didn’t need to find or pay for their own lawyer. 

While they were just fostering the children, the Van Normans were subsidized by the 

state for the costs of caring for the kids.  

“There are a lot of kids in foster care right now that need a family that will adopt 

them,” Van Norman said. “That’s why we went through the state. If you go through a 

private adoption, there’s always a fee for that.” 

In preparing for the children to come home, the Van Normans had to get their 

home ready for children. The classes that they took through the state helped them 

prepare for bringing children home. They learned that one of the requirements is that 

there must be a certain amount of square feet in the house per child. Since the children 

were young, they also had to get certain beds and cribs that would be suitable for each 



child. They received many of the items they would need to raise foster children through 

friends’ donations. Their church also hosted a shower for them as soon as they knew 

the age and gender of each child. 

After receiving the call to foster, it took more than a month before Chris, the 

oldest, moved in August. The girls, Julia and Ellie, began living with the Van Normans in 

September.  

According to the law, a family must foster the children for 180 days before they 

are able to adopt. However, the Van Normans waited until the next summer to finally 

adopt the kids. When it came time to adopt, the Van Normans only had to participate in 

one state court date. On July 1, 2010, Chris, Julia and Ellie were finally adopted into the 

Van Norman family. 

*** 

Even though it was two years earlier than they had planned, the Christiansens 

began their journey to adopt their three children in January 2014 after a family friend 

contacted them. A woman in the area knew of a friend in Minnesota who had recently 

started an orphanage in Uganda. At that time, the orphanage already had two children 

that were “paperwork ready.” 

She was encouraged to contact the woman, but Christiansen knew that she and 

Beau didn’t have any plans to adopt in the near future. She sent a simple email 

explaining that they weren’t ready to adopt. However, she quickly received a response 

about the two children that were ready to be adopted. Because Ugandan law forces 

adoptive parents to have a 21-year gap in between child and parent, the kids were the 

perfect ages for the Christiansen family.  



“God was starting to open my heart to a girl, but we wanted an older brother and 

a little sister,” Christiansen said.  

She felt compelled to do research on her own to see if the new orphanage was 

legitimate. Christiansen searched online and looked at some Facebook pictures. As she 

got to a photo of a little boy, she felt God say, “This is your son.”  

At that moment, she was ready, but it took awhile to convince Beau that it was 

time to start the adoption process. Eventually, Beau checked out the same Facebook 

page. In another photo of the same child, he was struck by how handsome he was. He 

brought it up to Kendra and they knew it was time to adopt.  

When they decided to move forward, the first step was to choose a country to 

adopt from and an agency to help. Since the Christiansens knew that they wanted to 

adopt two children that weren’t siblings, they were only able to go through certain 

agencies. Agencies have other quirks, as well.  

 “Typically, the bigger the agency, the longer the wait because more people are 

using them” Kendra said. “Bigger is not always better. More well known is not always 

better.” 

When they began researching agencies, Kendra not only sought out the 

agencies themselves, but she also asked many families which agency they used, and 

what their experience was like. She also visited personal blogs and then contacted the 

bloggers directly to talk about their experience. 

“You want to ask really good questions about their ethics and how they know that 

these children are orphans,” Kendra said.  



They then completed a home study. With this, a social worker performs an in-

depth analysis of the prospective parents by meeting three or four times for several 

hours at a time. The process is lengthy and includes examining the family’s home. They 

also had to learn about living as a transracial family, white parents raising black kids.   

When the home study was complete, the Christiansens were able to send the 

approved paperwork to the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services. During 

this process, the government looks at the family’s finances, insurance and other 

variables to determine that they will be able to provide and have adequate resources 

once the children are home. Once the Christiansens were approved, they were able to 

bring in an immigrant into the United States as an immediate family member. 

The next action taken by an adoptive family is to send a dossier to the judge as 

well as the government of Uganda. A dossier is a packet of papers that includes the 

home study and government approval as well many personal papers from the adoptive 

parents. 

        The attorney in Uganda uses the dossier to file for a court date. On this date, the 

parents become legal guardians of the orphans within the country. In other countries, 

parents can give power of attorney to someone else so that they do not have to be 

present during the court date. But per Uganda, both parents have to be present in court, 

and the judge can call many witnesses, including the social workers and orphanage 

directors in the country. 

“Court can be anywhere from an hour to four hours,” Kendra said. “And they ask 

really absurd questions, questions you’d never get asked here in the United States.” 



After the court date, the family waited for the judge’s decision. During the 

Christiansens’ first adoption, they were given the decision in two weeks, but some 

judges can up to three or four months. Once the Christiansens became legal guardians, 

they applied for Ugandan passports for their kids, and they took all of their paperwork to 

the U.S. Embassy in Uganda. 

“They then have to determine orphan status (and whether) this is really the best 

last resort for the child, to immigrate to the United States,” Kendra said. 

Once this was finalized, the Christiansens were able to bring their children, 

Carver and Macy, back to the United States in February 2015, nearly 14 months after 

they had begun pursuing adoption. 

Only eight months later, in October 2015, the Christiansens started the adoption 

process once again. Although they weren’t planning to adopt so quickly after they got 

the first two home, when the opportunity came up, they decided to look into adopting 

another child because she was from the same village as their other children. The 

adoption was rushed because Juliet, the child they adopted, had most of her paperwork 

already complete. In February of 2016, they were able to bring her home. 

Transitioning Home 

Transitioning from foster care to adoption was difficult for the Van Normans in 

several ways. They had to learn how to parent since they had never been this role 

before. They eased into parenting by inviting the kids over for an evening and then 

moving to a weekend before fostering.  

 “It was a struggle, going from zero kids to three kids in a month,” Fran said. 



However, the kids were all in good foster homes before, and they learned about 

discipline, so the transition was fairly smooth. Fran believes that things became much 

easier legally when the children were officially adopted because they no longer had to 

go through the state to do specific things like get the kids’ hair cut. When they were 

fostering, they also had to notify the state when they went out of the state.  

Now, seven years later, the girls call Fran “mom,” but Chris has had a much 

more difficult transition and still doesn’t refer to Fran as his mother. The children also 

have had psychological effects because their biological parents provided an unstable 

home life. The children’s birth parents were negligent and mistreated the kids.  

“The kids were in a domestic violence home with drugs and lots of beatings going 

on,” Fran said. “Chris said his dad beat him a lot.” 

The birth parents’ parental rights were terminated before the children were 

transferred in foster care to the Van Normans, so the process of adopting all of the kids 

was expedited. Although the system supports reunification of families, the birth family 

had made no effort to provide a safe environment for their kids, so adoption was the 

best option. 

The Van Normans never met the birth mother, and Fran never plans to in the 

future. The birth mother had two older daughters before these three, and since Ellie, the 

youngest, was born, she also has had four more sons. Chris is now 17, and since he 

quickly approaching his 18th birthday, Fran realizes that he will someday want more 

information about his birth family and other siblings, and she is prepared to tell him the 

truth.  

*** 



When the Christiansens arrived back at home, the adoption process wasn’t 

complete. A social worker still had to visit their home three times in the first year their 

kids were home. The purpose is to see how the children are coping and how the 

transition is going.  

There have also been a few problems that the children have experienced while 

trying to adjust to their new home. One of their children has a symptom with eating. 

Instead of just eating what’s on the plate and assuming it’s enough, she oftentimes eats 

much more than her body needs because her mindset is that she doesn’t know when 

she will get another meal. 

As a part of the judge’s ruling, the Christiansens have to send transcripts and 

other documents to the Ugandan government until each child is 18. This is a way to 

respect the Ugandan culture and put Americans in good standing with the Ugandan 

courts, which may make it more favorable for others who pursue adoption in Uganda. 

At the six-month mark, the Christiansens had to do a readopt, which is a process 

when the kids legally become children of the adoptive parents. During this court 

appearance, the children are given the last name of their parents.  

Since they have been back, life hasn’t been perfect. Kendra said that they’ve 

received a lot of backlash about their adoption process. When they returned from 

Uganda with Carver and Macy in 2015, KCCI filmed the return and posted it to 

Facebook. Although it was a joyous time for them, there were many negative comments 

about adopting children from outside U.S. borders when there are so many orphans still 

here. Their stance was, and continues to be that, “No child here or there deserves a 



family more than another,” Kendra said. “We are called to care for orphans. If you are 

challenging me, then what are you doing?” 

Problems With the System 

As a whole, Fran believes that the adoption process and foster care system in 

Iowa is great. However, the state could do a better job of providing more resources for 

when the children actually come into the home. Since they had no prior parenting 

experience, they struggled at first, so providing some help and resources at this point in 

time would be more encouraging. 

There are some people who haven’t had such good luck in bringing children 

home through the process of adoption. The Christiansens have family friends who 

began the adoption process in 2013, and in 2016, they still haven’t been able to bring 

their children home. Other problems have appeared due to a law that was passed on 

June 2. With the new law, adoptive parents are required to stay in Uganda with their 

children for a year before they can take them home. The pressing issue is that if a 

family wants to adopt, they must be willing to drop everything they know of their life and 

move to Uganda. 

Besides the amount of time that is needed to commit to adopting, the law is very 

unclear as to whether only one or both parents need to be overseas. If this is the case, 

families must be willing to go over to Uganda for an extended period of time, and stay 

until the process is complete. This raises concerns amongst possible adoptive families, 

and may significantly limit the number of orphans that will be adopted in the future from 

Uganda. 



Unfortunately, not every adoption journey ends happily with children at home. In 

the case of many, families are still waiting for children to come home, some, which 

never will due to kinks in the system. When people start the journey of adoption, they 

begin knowing that there are no guarantees, but even the possibility of bringing a child 

home and completing a family can be motivation.    

 

This piece was published in Bonfire Magazine in April 2017, and no online version is 

available at this time.  


