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A home for Norman

D.C. couple finalizes family
in "Adoption Day’ program

By JOEY DiGUGLIELMO
joeyd@washblade.com

Norman Moore loves “Dora the Explorer,” playing
Legos and macaroni and cheese.

"Give him those, and he’'d be just fine,” his dad,
Chad Copeland, says.

His other dad, Scooter Ward, calls Norman, 5,
“quite an actor” and “a big ham.”

He also, "likes to be a teacher,” Ward says. “Loves
to show you how to do something.”

The three of them, together since Norman was

placed with them as a foster son in January 2011,
became a permanent family unit last weekend when
Judge Lee Satterfield of D.C. Superior Court signed
their adoption decree. Of the 34 children adopted
last weekend in D.C., five were to gay male couples.

“It's ceremonial but also a legal proceeding,”
Copeland, 36, a D.C. assistant attorney general,
says. "Each family and child is called up and you go
up with any close friends or family you have with you
and a small speech is made.”

Ward says it was an emotional end to a very long
process.

"I was kind of thinking beforehand, ‘Oh, it's no
big deal, he's been with us almost two years, blah
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blah blah, but then about an hour into it, |
started to get pretty emotional,” he says.
"| started to really think about how long
the journey has been and even though it's
been relatively smooth in a lot of ways, it's
also been very hard in some ways as well.
There were many points along the way
where things came up that could have
changed the outcome, so knowing we've
overcome all that was really amazing.”

For his part, Norman, who calls Copeland
"Dad” and Ward "Pops,” says he was
"happy when the lady called my name.” He
also says he "got lots of goodies.”

Copeland and Ward have a D.C.
domestic partnership. They met at a
Human Rights Campaign fundraiser in
Dallas, where they formerly lived (though
neither are from Texas). They've been
together almost seven years and have
lived together about five years. After
starting their relationship in Texas, Ward
moved to Washington for a job in 2006.
Copeland followed in 2007. Copeland
is adopted himself, so they talked fairly
early in their relationship about the
possibility of adopting.

Working with D.C.'s Child and Family
Services Agency, the couple took a
licensing course and within about four
months, Norman came to live with them.
He had been born in D.C. but the couple
declines to go into details about his
biological family or situation.

"He was just a pretty normal kid who
was in a situation where he could not
be cared for the way he needed to be,”
Copeland says.

Although there were some long nights
and an inevitable adjustment period for
everyone, the couple says for the most
part, it “just clicked.”

“We were extremely tired,” Ward says.
"We'd both been kind of extreme night
owls before and we'd suddenly have
family and friends calling us at, like, 10 at
night and we’'d be ready for bed ... but in
many ways it was a very organic change.”

Ward, 35, took a few weeks off from
his job as a project manager for a D.C.-
based software company, but Norman
had already been in preschool, so neither
parent had to give up his career.

Both say their being gay was never an
issue in the adoption.

Copeland says he knew from his legal
work — he’d worked on cases involving
anti-gay Maryland minister Rev. Harry
Jackson who'd sued the District — that
D.C.'s Human Rights Act of 1977 is solid.

“I fully understood the breadth of
protection that exists within the law,” he
says. "I didn't anticipate a problem and we
never once had a single problem.”

Ward says he was bracing himself just
in case.

“As a bi-racial gay couple, | kind of
expected there to be a different layer
there or something, some level of strife,
but we never had any problems at all. It
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was almost a bit of a let down — | wanted
to be advocate for something, but that
says a lot of great things about where we
live that it wasn't.”

There was a chance early on, that
Norman may have returned to his
biological family.

“That's usually the initial goal in a foster
care situation,” Copeland says. "It would
have been very hard because he really is
just the sweetest little boy and it was very
easy to just get so attached to him. There
were certainly moments where we may
never have made it to adoption, but our
social workers were always there to help
us understand the next steps.”

The couple praises the D.C. staff they
worked with throughout — social workers
LaTasha McKinley and Sarah McDonald and
also Mallory Martin of the Children’s Law
Center who acted on Norman'’s behalf.

It all sounds so perfect — surely there were
some struggles for the new family, right?

The couple says the hardest part was
the element of so much being unknown at
the outset.

"We were just foster parents for a long
time,” Ward says. “We had no idea what
the next court hearing could bring. There
was a lot of pandering and stress and
emotion and | don’t want to discount that.
There’s a lot of emotion tied to it.”

But it did all work out. The family is in
Dallas this week for Thanksgiving with
Ward's family. Copeland’s family is in
his native Louisiana and both say their
respective parents were quick to welcome
Norman as a grandchild.

"He does everything here he's not
allowed to do at home, which is just how
it should be at your grandparents’ house,”
Ward says with a chuckle.

On Tuesday this week, Norman spent
the day hanging out with “Nana,” Ward's
mother. This wasn't his first plane ride,
Copeland has to remind him. His favorite
time in Texas so far has been playing with
his cousin, Erica. They'll have Thanksgiving
dinner Thursday at Uncle Tim’s.

Since same-sex marriage is legal in
Washington, the couple may eventually
wed. They have no immediate plans to,
though, and say that wasn't an issue in the
process nor would it have been had they
been a straight couple.

Norman is in kindergarten and attends
a charter school in D.C.

The couple says he's doing great overall
and they're often amused by, as Ward puts
it, his “amazing level of innocence.”

“He's very happy to have a home,”
Copeland says. “He loves us and is a
very sweet and happy boy. Happy is
the right word in some ways, but it's
also an insufficient word because there
are so many more emotions attached
to it. You realize you've contributed to
something bigger. This little boy had so
many obstacles in his path. It's all just
sort of humbling and overwhelming at
the same time.”

SCOOTER WARD (left), CHAD COPELAND and their son, NORMAN MOORE with Judge NOEL
JOHNSON at an adoption day proceeding last weekend in D.C. Superior Court.
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Gay parents, kids participate in ‘Adoption Day’

Relatives and friends wept in joy and cheered as at least four gay male couples
carried or walked with their children to a stage at the D.C. Superior Court on Saturday,
Nov. 17, where judges signed papers finalizing the adoption of their kids.

With D.C. Mayor Vincent Gray and a contingent of family court judges, social
workers, and lawyers looking on, the gay couples joined at least 25 straight
couples or single parents who had their children’s adoptions finalized during the
city’s 26th Annual Adoption Day ceremony.

“The ceremony is designed to celebrate the joy of adoption and encourage
area residents to consider adopting or fostering a child in the District’s public
child welfare system,” said a statement released by the Superior Court and the
D.C. Child and Family Services Agency, which facilitates adoptions in the city.

Among the couples participating in the ceremony were Reginald Wilson and
his husband Wesley McCammon, who recently moved from Mississippi to the
D.C. area, where they adopted Reginald Jr., 9, and his biological sister, Regina, 10.

As the family was introduced by the ceremony’s emcee, NBC News 4 anchor
Barbara Harrison, Wilson wept uncontrollably, saying later he was overcome by joy at
the columniation of his and his husband's dream of becoming a family with children.

Gray, who was sitting nearby, walked over to Wilson and hugged him. About
a half hour earlier, the mayor delivered remarks praising the city’s adoption
program and expressing support for D.C.'s longstanding policy of allowing same-
sex couples to adopt.

“We've come to an age of enlightenment where, of course, we recognize
traditional families and hope that they will adopt,” Gray said. “But also single
adults ought to be considered for adoption because they make wonderful
adoptive families,” he told the gathering. “And frankly, I'm proud to be in a city
where we have approved marriage equality and we have some of the most loving
families in the city who are same-sex couples.”

Also participating in the ceremony were D.C. residents Chad Copeland and
Kevin “Scooter” Ward and their adopted son Norman, 5; and Silvio Weisner
and his husband Jeffrey Weisner and their 10-month-old adopted daughter
Madeleine Susannah Weisner.

“She was born just outside of Houston, Texas, and we were there on the day she was
born,” Silvio Weisner told the Blade. “"We brought her home to D.C. nine days later.”

Judith Sandalow, executive director of the D.C.-based Children’s Law Center,
which provides legal services to people seeking to adopt or become foster
parents, said the city’s Child and Family Services Agency routinely approves gay
people and same-sex couples as foster or adoptive parents.

She said anyone interested in learning more about how to adopt or become
a foster parent should contact the agency at 202-671-LOVE or go its adoption/
foster care website, adoptdckids.org.

LOU CHIBBARO JR.
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