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What is a life book?

For each of us, our sense of self is shaped by the events and people who touch our lives.  Most of us live and grow in families where our biological heritage is evident-in the color of our hair, the shape of our bodies, quirky mannerisms, special talents, and abilities.  Through family stories, traditions, heirlooms, and legacies, we are connected with our past and grounded in our culture.  For children in foster care, this sense of knowing who they are, because they know where they came from and where they belong, is disrupted.  Uprooted from their biological families, placed among strangers, these children can rapidly lose their sense of self and self worth.

The life book is one method for connecting an adopted or foster child with his/her past.  It creates a concrete, visual record which helps the child answer some very basic questions--Who am I?  How did I get here?  Where am I going?  Affirming the child's past allows for continuity and connection with present and future experiences.  Most importantly, when the process of creating a life book includes the expression, acknowledgment, and exploration of feelings, the child is better able to make sense of his/her life experience.

The term “life book” can be a little misleading.  It can conjure up the image of a single book which is written, bound, and put on a shelf.  In reality, the life book changes and grows over time.  As the child's life evolves, new information is added.  As the child matures, earlier material is reviewed and expanded to include more sensitive and complex information.

What purpose does the life book serve?

Life books can serve multiple purposes and have multiple meanings.  Depending on who is using them and the goals for particular work sessions, the life book can:

· Prepare a child to move

· Help the child attach to a new foster or adoptive family

· Prepare a birth or foster family to let go

· Provide insights into behaviors and reactions and connect them with the past.
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When adoptive parents and child work together on the book, the child receives a very strong message that it is ”ok” to think about the past, to have feelings and memories about birth or foster families, to ask questions about ”What happened to me?”  Such openness promotes attachment between parent and child.  For foster families who are preparing a child to move into a permanent home, contributing to the life book makes the ”letting go” process a little easier.  They have become an integral part of the child's story and will not be forgotten.  Contributing to their child's life book can give birth parent(s) a role in the placement process and ease the pain of losing their child.  By providing birth family information, they can help the child understand his/her story and the decisions that were made about placement.  For professionals, the life book can provide a context for understanding the child's attitudes and behaviors.  Frequently reviewing the life book allows the professional to observe the child's reactions, expression of feelings, and interpretations of his/her own experiences.  With the increased sensitivity promoted by a lifebook, more effective and appropriate placement and treatment decisions can be made on the child's behalf.

Although the child's caretaker from birth to finalization changes, the importance of maintaining and reviewing the life book will not.  The effectiveness of parenting and caring will be enhanced by the understanding that is achieved through the mutual efforts of the child and the adult who together develop the life book.  Both the adult and the child can learn to accept the child's past and the child's interpretation of it.  By listening from the child's perspective, needed growth can take place.  The life book process can help the caretaker alleviate fear of the past and avoid feelings of rivalry toward previous caretakers.

When should a life book be done and who participates in the process?

The earlier a life book can be started, the better.  Ideally, a life book should be started as soon as a child comes into foster care.  The caseworker assigned to the child's case would be responsible for gathering and recording complete and accurate information.  The book should accompany the child as she/he moves.  Each new caseworker should assume responsibility for maintaining and updating the life book.  Each new family with whom the child has contact should become involved and contribute to it.

All too often, the prospect of an adoptive placement triggers work on a life book.  Under such circumstances, the child's caseworker goes back through records and tries to recreate as much of the child's history as possible.  For an older child, with multiple placements, this can be a time consuming and difficult process.  Much valuable information may have been lost or the passage of time may have distorted facts and memories.

What are the guidelines for beginning a life book?

The child must, in the final analysis, always determine what goes into his/her life book.  However, a responsible adult needs to be collecting information to have at hand as the child matures and asks more probing questions about him/herself and needs more specific, in depth information.  In addition, the child needs a trusted adult who can supplement the child's own knowledge, provide accurate, factual information, and correct misperceptions and faulty memories.
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Where do you start and what do you say?  These suggestions will help you begin a child's life book.

Be prepared 		Get off to a good start by keeping your appointments with a child and having your materials ready.  Make sure your information is as accurate as possible.  Choose a private and comfortable setting.  In working with a child, you should choose a setting where you and the child will be comfortable and can work without interruption.  Because the material is private, work on the book generally should be done with the child alone.  Sometimes, you and child might like to include a parent; but other children are usually distracting and inhibiting.

Brothers and Sisters	With brothers and sisters, it is helpful to work both as a group and with each child alone.  Working as a group saves time and also encourages cooperation and communication between the children.  Working individually allows each child to share what he does not want to reveal in a group. Individual work also helps when there are large gaps in age and ability, when the children do not get along, and when one child overshadows another.  A good way to combine these approaches is to start as a group and then let some children work on individual projects while you work alone with one child.

Build Trust			The child needs to trust you.  Nurture his trust by keeping your appointments and being on time.  In addition, let the child know that you like him by showing interest in the things he does.  Talk with him without condescension.  Respect his feelings by accepting rather than denying them.  Respect his privacy.

As your work proceeds, issues will be raised that are difficult for the child to think about.  Be prepared to push the child to deal with those issues he would rather avoid and also be aware of how far you can push him.  You will need to assure the child that it is important and acceptable to discuss these things.  As you get to know him, you will become aware of his attention span and his tolerance level.  Gauge the length of the work sessions accordingly.

Explain Your Role		You need to let the child know why you visit him, what plans are being made for him, and the purpose of the book.


Have Frequent Sessions	Work sessions should be frequent enough to keep the child interested and involved.  Start the life book as soon as you begin working with the child.

As with adults, a child needs time to adjust to major changes in his life, especially traumatic ones.  It is unrealistic to expect him to absorb, understand, and accept the consequences of major changes in a few short weeks.  Starting shortly before a move home or into adoption is better than not starting at all.  Although it will give the child the details of his story, it will not give him time to resolve his feelings.

Involve the Child		For the life book to be productive, the child must be involved.  You can encourage his participation by giving him some control over the project.  Put aside preconceived notions of how the book should progress and what it should look like.  The child may want to direct the flow of the book by discussing certain topics before others.  Responding to his imagination and spontaneity will keep him involved.

You also can encourage the child to participate by asking him to share experiences about himself that are unknown to you.  Since information about foster and adoptive children is usually sketchy, the child often can make the book come alive with his unrecorded memories.  One girl could remember the name of each pet she had, including her favorite dog “Funny Nose”.  It is wise to give the child the benefit of the doubt concerning these memories.  After you and the child have worked together for awhile, you will learn when the child is making more of an experience than was there.  It is best to believe too much than to discount the child by believing too little.

Encourage Parental	Explain to the foster or adoptive parent the reasons for making the
Support		 	life book.  A child confronts many difficult issues while working on a life book, and he will release his emotions after you leave, especially if he trusts his parent and knows he has her support.  A parent needs to understand these emotions and the resulting behavior changes and support what you are doing.  In this way, both the parent and the child can cope with the child's past.  Prepare the parent for some regression in behavior as difficult topics are covered.  Although not a necessity, a parent who can help the child talk about his feelings will benefit him and also be an ally to you.


Stress to the parent that the book belongs to the child; it is for his use, and he should have easy access to it.

What goes into a life book?

The life book should include as much information as is available and can be handled by the child at a given age.  The following list highlights major categories of information that can be included.  Not all information will be available for all children, but hopefully the list will create an awareness of the scope of information that might be included.

Birth Information

· Height, Weight, Length
· Day, Time, and Date of Birth
· Weather
· Place of Birth (including picture of hospital)
· Baby Pictures, Footprints, Baby Hair
· Any Unusual Birth Circumstances

Information About Birth Family

Feelings of birth parents about the child and decision to place for adoption
· Letter From Birth Parents
· Diary of Birth Mother

Description of Birth Parents

· Nationality
· Physical Description
· Special Talents of Birth Parents
· Living or Deceased
· Occupation/Profession

Information About Siblings

· Names, Ages
· What Happened to Them
· Placements-Where They are Living
· Pictures
· Physical Characteristics (height, weight, hair color)

Relevant pictures of

· Parents, Siblings, and Other Relatives
· Child
· Home

Baptismal Record

Information About All Placements (Foster or Other Caregiver or Adoptive Placement)

Reason for placement (helps the child to answer the question)
 
· Why did I have to move?

Identify the Decision Makers (always make clear that these were adult decisions)

· Judge
· Caseworkers
· Birth, Foster, Adoptive Parents

Dates of Placements

Pictorial Information

· School Pictures, Finalization Photo 
· Pictures of Foster Family, Friends, Siblings
· Pictures of Pets
· Pictures and Names of Other Significant People (teachers, coaches)
· Pictures of House, Child's Room

Diary of Experience by Caregiver (families, feelings)

Anecdotal Information, Family Stories

Family Traditions-Special Events

· Holidays, Smells, Senses
· Vacations

Meaningful Items and Possessions-Security Items

· Toys
· Gifts
· Clothing			
· 

Life and Growth Information

Developmental Milestones (All Firsts)

· Physical (Sitting, crawling, walking, etc.)
· Language (1st Word, sentence, etc)
· Social (1st birthday, Christmas, day of school, etc)
· Temperamental Characteristics

School Information

· School Systems Attended
· Favorite Subjects
· Favorite Teachers
· Report Cards

Activities/Interests

· Likes/Dislikes
· Hobbies
· Strengths and Needs
· Organizations (Scouts, Church Group, Sports, Teams)
· Awards, Recognition, Newspaper Clippings

Friends	
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