
Event Title: Uprooted/Unrooted: Adopted and Donor-Conceived Poets Rewriting 

Family  

Type of Event: Multiple Literary Genres Craft & Criticism  

Event Description: The bonds that make “family” have always extended beyond 

its traditional definition; blood isn’t always thicker than water. Five poets redefine 

the notion of family, discussing their experiences with adoption-from-birth, late-

discovery cross-cultural adoption, and donor-conception, and sharing how such 

experience has (or hasn’t) impacted the writing and/or publishing of creative work. 

To widen the discussion and make room for all families, this event will invite the 

audience to join in via Q&A.  

Event Agenda: The moderator will begin the event by introducing the panelists 

and describing how the reading came together. The five panelists will each give a 

five to seven minute introduction to how their craft speaks to the topic, along with 

a short reading from their work. The moderator will then open up discussion with a 

list of questions prepared in advance for about 30 minutes. The panel will end with 

a ten to fifteen minute audience Q & A.  

Statement of Value: In these times of systematic silencing of diversity, making 

space at the table to welcome families of all kinds is essential. Five award-winning 

writers will discuss their experiences with adoption, donor-conception, parenting, 

discovering parentage, and questions of ancestry and tradition. An open discussion 

will interrogate how such questions of birth and identity may or may not shape our 

work. The wide variety and scope in our definition of “family” and “adoption” 

makes this event unique. 

Event Organizer/Moderator:  

 

Lee (Lori) Desrosiers:  

Lee (Lori) Desrosiers’ poetry books are The Philosopher’s Daughter (2013), 

Sometimes I Hear the Clock Speak (2016) and Keeping Planes in the Air (2020), 

all from Salmon Poetry. Desrosiers edits Naugatuck River Review, a journal of 

narrative poetry, and Wordpeace.co, a digital multi-genre literary project dedicated 

to peace and social justice. They teach Poetry in the Lesley University M.F.A. 

graduate program and is currently working on a book about this DNA journey. 

 

 



Participants: 

Stacey Balkun: 

Stacey Balkun is the author of Sweetbitter(Sundress 2022) & co-editor of Fiolet & 

Wing: An Anthology of Domestic Fabulist Poetry. Winner of the 2019 New South 

Writing Contest as well as Terrain.org’s 10th Annual Contest, her work has 

appeared in Best New Poets 2018, Mississippi Review, Pleiades, & several other 

anthologies & journals. Stacey holds an MFA from Fresno State and teaches 

creative writing online at The Poetry Barn & The Loft. Visit her online at 

http://www.staceybalkun.com. 

 

Lee (Lori) Desrosiers  

Lee (Lori) Desrosiers’ poetry books are The Philosopher’s Daughter (2013), 

Sometimes I Hear the Clock Speak (2016) and Keeping Planes in the Air (2020), 

all from Salmon Poetry. Two chapbooks, typing with e.e. Cummings and Inner Sky 

are from Glass Lyre Press. Desrosiers edits Naugatuck River Review, a journal of 

narrative poetry, and Wordpeace.co, a digital multi-genre literary project dedicated 

to peace and social justice. They teach Poetry in the Interdisciplinary Studies 

program for the Lesley University M.F.A. graduate program. 

 

Lee Herrick 

Lee Herrick is the California Poet Laureate. He is the author of three books of 

poems, most recently, Scar and Flower. His poems appear in anthologies such as 

Indivisible: Poems of Social Justice, Here: Poems for the Planet, and Dear 

America: Letters of Hope, Habitat, Defiance, and Democracy, among others. He 

co-edited The World I Leave You: Asian American Poets on Faith and Spirit. Born 

in Daejeon, Korea and adopted to the United States at ten months old, he served as 

Fresno Poet Laureate (2015-2017) and teaches at Fresno City College and the 

MFA Program at the University of Nevada Reno at Lake Tahoe. 

Jennifer Givhan  

 

Jennifer Givhan is a Mexican-American and indigenous poet and novelist, and the 

recipient of poetry fellowships from the NEA and PEN/Rosenthal Emerging 

Voices. She is the author of five poetry collections, including Rosa’s Einstein, and 

the novels Trinity Sight and Jubilee, which were finalists for the Arizona-New 

http://terrain.org/
http://www.staceybalkun.com/


Mexico Book Awards. Her newest collection Belly to the Brutal (Wesleyan 

University Press) and novel River Woman, River Demon (Blackstone Publishing) 

are forthcoming this fall. Her work has appeared in The New Republic, The Nation, 

POETRY, TriQuarterly, The Boston Review, The Rumpus, Salon, and she’s 

received the Southwest Book Award, among many other prizes.  

 

Leah Silvieus: 

Leah Silvieus is a Korean American adoptee and the author most recently of 

Arabilis (Sundress Publications 2019), and is the co-editor with Lee Herrick of The 

World I Leave You: An Anthology of Asian American Poets on Faith and Spirit 

(Orison Books 2020).  

 

Participant Initial Remarks: 

Stacey Balkun: 

I was adopted before my birth. I was born in Texas and my parents in New Jersey 

essentially answered an ad for me, then went on to adopt my brother. We share the 

same mother but different fathers. In my early 20s, I discovered that I was my 

birthmother’s eighth child, a difficult discovery that made me an even stronger 

advocate for abortion rights. When I think about my birthmother, I grieve for the 

years of her life lost to carrying and birthing children she didn’t keep. I don’t know 

her and don’t think I ever will. This not-knowing has become part of my writing 

life in two ways: I lean into the absence, or I create new genealogy through 

fabulism. I will discuss these ideas further by describing my poetry chapbook 

Jackalope-Girl Learns to Speak and sharing pieces of this collection, which relies 

not only on mythology but on experimental forms, such as the contrapuntal poem. 

Through doubling and gaps, poetry can better carry difficult, complicated family 

histories. 

 

Lee (Lori) Desrosiers: 

“This book is about spaces, the ones created by words unspoken for years. It’s 

about things we know, the chasms of what we don’t know, and what happens when 

we find out what is actually there. It’s about missing what we never knew before 

and trying to construct relationships when there formerly were none. The core of 

this book is family. Siblings who spent years and years thinking they were alone in 

the world, and discovering they were not. It is also about our parents, who either 



bravely or desperately tried something that at the time was taboo in order to have 

children. It is about these children, who one by one learned of each other’s 

existence and reached out, taking a chance their siblings might not reciprocate, but 

they did. We did.” (Excerpt from manuscript in progress) DNA research led me to 

my donor and to more than ten donor siblings, all within the last five years. We’re 

all in touch. I am endeavoring to write about this in poetry and prose. 

 

Lee Herrick: 

 

I was born in Daejeon, Korea, sometime in late 1970. I do not know my birth/first 

parents. I was adopted to a white family living in the Bay Area in California, where 

I was raised. I have been back to Korea twice and have done a birth family search, 

but I have not met any close relatives. Race, erasure, identity, and visibility have 

been central themes related to the adoption poems that I write, particularly as a 

person of color or Asian American raised in a white family in a society that was 

sometimes hostile, aggressive, or dismissive toward Asian Americans. I will talk 

about how art, specifically poetry, became a means of survival, stability, and 

eventually, liberation. I will share work that speaks to these experiences and 

themes.  

 

Jennifer Givhan: 

 

My writing focuses on mothering my two children in our bi-racial family. My 

husband and I adopted our son domestically, flying to Michigan for his birth. Three 

years later, I gave birth to our daughter. My children have been a major focus of 

my creative work for the vast majority of my writing career. Because of my own 

childhood/teen trauma, I was obsessed with having babies from a young age, and 

after a miscarriage and infertility, I adopted my son when I was 23--and started 

publishing when he was a newborn. My first published poem was about being his 

mom and a college student. Thus, in many ways, adopting my son helped me begin 

to heal enough that I could write and publish, and I’ve long considered myself a 

mama poet first and foremost. As my children are now 15 and 12, I’ve begun 

grappling in earnest with the ethics of writing about my children as subjects and 

whether their stories are mine to tell. I will discuss my own mama poetics and how 

I work to maintain their privacy while telling my motherhood stories and 

encouraging my children to tell their own. 

 

 



Leah Silvieus: 

 

Two years after my adoption, we traveled to my dad’s hometown in Ohio to 

introduce me to my extended family. My great-grandfather Reed, an eccentric 

inventor, refused to meet me because I was “foreign.” But my parents insisted on 

bringing me over to see him, whether he liked it or not. I danced and sang, “I’m 

Leah from Korea.” And charmed him. Thus, was his racism banished from the 

realm. Or so the story goes when it surfaces at family gatherings. The story of that 

story memorializes the moment in which I became aware that my status as an 

adoptee was part of overlapping stories, not only in the context of my extended 

family but also within the wider fantasies and fears about otherness within the 

American imaginary that my family both reflected and reified.  Around the same 

time, my naturalization ceremony was featured in the local paper as I (and other 

new citizens) were held up as proof of the moral supremacy of the global, but 

supposedly non-imperialist, America in the last years of the Cold War. I will 

discuss the ways poetry is a means of exploring and interrogating wider 

mythologies about American exceptionalism and nation-state as family– and 

ultimately, how poetry has become for me a form of auto-poeisis– self-making in 

tension with received familial narratives in the personal as well as socio-political 

realms.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


