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Tip Sheet for Developing and Maintaining Lifebooks
· Development of a lifebook, a written record of a child’s life history, gives the foster and adoptive child the same information concerning his social and physical history that most children would receive from their families through conversation and through the use of baby books and photograph albums. As a foster or adoptive child moves through foster care, much of the important information about them is lost.  A lifebook retains this information and helps the child understand the major events of their life. 

· Development of a lifebook is a therapeutic process that addresses the core issues of the child's life (birth family history, abuse issues, placement history, emotional transitions, adoptive family etc.). The child who will not talk or seems disinterested in working on the book may be anxious that punishment will result from his sharing his feelings and worries.  The SSW and resource parents must earn his trust by first doing activities, playing a game or having a snack to help him relax, and explain why his involvement is necessary.

· The SSW should request funds with which to purchase materials to start and maintain the lifebook. The start-up cost for lifebook expenses is seventy dollars ($70.00). Ongoing expense allotment is twenty-five dollars ($25) every six months. Start-up and ongoing cost include a camera, film and film developing.

· At minimum, a lifebook should include:

1. Information relating to the loss of the child's birth family, including the specific reasons why the child was placed in out of home care, (i.e., death of parent, abuse, etc.);

2. Photographs of the child at regular intervals and special occasions (i.e., holidays, birthdays, school, etc.) beginning at infancy or entry into care.  The SSW should request baby pictures and other birth family photos at the time of the child's entry into care;

3. Photographs of persons and places that are significant in the child's life prior to adoption;

4. Items related to school, if applicable, (i.e., papers, report cards, drawings, collages, awards etc.);

5. Information from the birth parents or other caretakers (i.e., letters, videotape, cassette tape, or momentos etc.) relating to the child's life with them; 

6. Messages to the child from as many important adults as possible (but especially from the birth parents and foster parents) signaling permission for the child to move into an adoptive or another foster family, to do well, and to love them; and

7. A summary of significant events that have occurred in the child's life.

· When developing and maintaining a lifebook:

1. Be prepared:  Have materials ready and keep appointments with the child;

2. Choose a private and comfortable setting to work:  Respect a child’s private information and find a place where you can work without interruptions;

3. Brothers and sisters:  Include them in group work on lifebooks, but also have time set aside to work with children individually;

4. Build trust: Build trust by keeping appointments, letting the child know you like them, respect their feelings rather than denying them, prepare to deal with issues that a child would rather avoid, be aware of attention spans and tolerance levels;

5. Explain your role:  Let the child know why you are there, what plans are being made for them and the purpose of their lifebook;

6. Frequent sessions:  Lifebook work sessions should be often enough to keep the child interested and involved;

7. Involve the child:  Involve the child by asking them to share experiences about themselves and their family,;

8. Encourage parental support:  Involve resource and adoptive parents in the development of the lifebook—prepare them for behavior regression as a child addressees difficulty issues, encourage parents to talk with children about the information in the lifebook;

9. Include in the lifebook: 

(a) Birth facts:  Day and date of birth, weight, length, hospital, city, county and state of birth, birth certificate if possible;

(b) Development:  Tie significant happenings to understandable timeframes;

(c) Handicaps:  Discuss the handicap and the child’s feelings that they may be responsible for their parents giving them up; the SSW and resource/adoptive parents must make the child understand that they are not responsible for their parents placing them in care;

(d) Brothers and sisters:  Try to locate siblings and let the child know where they are and how they are doing; draw their locations on a map;  explain reasons why siblings are in different placements; explain to older children that they are not responsible for parenting younger siblings;

(e) Birth parents:  Include information about strengths, weaknesses, interests, physical and mental health, physical descriptions, background, hopes and dreams, reasons for birth parents placing them for adoption or in out of home care; explore the child’s feelings about their accepting the blame for their placement into out of home care;

(f) Courts and social workers:  Include information about the responsibilities and roles of judges, the court process and social workers;

(g) Foster care:  Include information about all out of home care placements, where they have lived and with whom, the reasons why they were moved if for other reasons than adoption, reasons why resource parents did not adopt the child;

(h) Going home to birth parents:  When the plan for the child is to return to birth parents, allow the child to record feelings and worries about the return in the lifebook; and

(i) Adoption:  Allow the child to prepare for adoption by recording feelings and fears about a new family, their input into the decision to adopt and what might happen if the adoption disrupts.

10. Techniques and resources for developing and maintaining the lifebook: 

(a) Writing:  If the child is young, the SSW or resource parent may do most of the writing; allow the young child to do role play or paste in representative pictures or drawings;

(b) Illustrating:  Allow the child to draw pictures if old enough; if not, have pre-cut pictures from magazines or books for the child to paste into the lifebook; use family photographs when available; take the child to places that have been special to them and take photographs to include in the lifebook; 

(c) Collages:  Allow the child to use cut out pictures or drawings to make collages of important people or events in their life;

(d) Story Telling:  Allow the child to express feelings by telling stories about events or people they remember from their earlier life;

(e) Lists:  Have the child make lists to sort out feelings about difficult issues; 

(f) Diagrams:  Use simple diagrams to explain family relationships;

(g) Letter writing:  Allow the child to write a letter to someone who has been important in their life and tell them how they feel about them; allow the child to decide whether the letter should be mailed or kept in the lifebook;

(h) Puppets:  For children who cannot express feelings orally, allow them to use puppets and role play, then record feelings in the lifebook for the child; other toys can also be used to express feelings that can then be included in the lifebook;

(i) Materials: A wide variety of materials can be used to develop and maintain lifebooks—paper, crayons, markers, pencils, paste or glue, scissors, magazines, story books, scraps of fabric, newsprint, Popsicle sticks; lifebooks can be made from photo albums, a loose-leaf binder or folder with pockets using one that can be expanded or taken apart and reassembled as needed;

(j) Sources of information:  The case record, the child’s memory, accounts of parents and family friends, teachers, daycare workers, previous social workers, older siblings, other relatives, previous resource parents all can be used to obtain information about the child'’ life for inclusion into the lifebook;

(k) Developmental stages:  Keep in mind the developmental stage of the child will determine how much active involvement they will have in the development of the lifebook and which techniques they can use to include information;

(l) Ownership:  Explain to the child and the resource and/or adoptive parents that the lifebook belongs to the child and they should have easy access to it as they desire.

· Once the lifebook is completed the SSW gives the original to the child (or adoptive parents if the child is too young to keep it safely).

· For resources on developing a lifebook refer to the Resources section of the Online Manual for a copy of "Making History: A Social Worker's Guide to Life Books” or contact the regional adoption or permanency specialist.
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