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Guidelines for Lifebook Development
The guidelines provide a broad collection of practical techniques, activities, tools and resources that can be used to explore the Goals of Child Preparation and CORE issues within the lifebook.  Child Preparation is a child-centered and child driven process that encourages working with each child at their own pace and level of comfort. A lifebook should be individualized to demonstrate the uniqueness of each child.  Therefore, the quantity and assortment of activities included in each lifebook will vary.
Purpose of a Lifebook   
· Help children understand trauma and begin to work through it (Clarification and Integration)

· Explore 5 Questions
· Who Am I

· What Happened To Me?

· Where Am I Going? 
· How Will I Get There?

· When Will I Know I Belong?

· Address 5 Child Preparation goals 
· Give the Child A Voice

· Honor the Past

· Answer the Questions

· Make the Connections

· Look to the Future

· Collect history 

· Hospital, pictures, birth certificate, out-of-home placements, schools

· Birth Family, Family tree

· Document milestones 

· Life story/placement history from child’s perspective 

· Reflect ethnicity and culture 

· Tool to process information with the child 

· Establish memories 
· Help children work on CORE issues (Grief, abandonment, identity, control, loyalty, attachment, shame) 
· Enhance self-esteem and self-worth, individuality 
· Identify strengths 
· Window to past, present, future 
· Prepare the child for permanency 
· Celebrate accomplishments 
· Safe place to keep  important memories and information
· Give children ownership of their lives 
· Tangible item for children to keep
· Help children visually establish connections between birth family, foster family and adoptive family

· Help resource families understand the importance of birth/extended family 

· Assist resource families in getting to know the child and their history 

· Help resource families understand where the child has been and the relationships they have developed in those places 

· Prepare resource families to respond to issues as the child gets older 

Critical Elements of a Lifebook
· 5 Child Preparation questions

· Most Child Preparation activities can be included in the lifebook by taking photos during the activity and writing a description to put in the lifebook.  Other activities result in pages/artwork/diagrams that are placed in the lifebook.
· Timeline, lifemap 
· Pictures: Child, family, birthplace, school, neighborhoods, resource families and anything related to the child
· Birth certificate, birth information 

· Date of birth, weather, headlines, others born on the same day – time capsule

· Handprints/footprints

· “All About Me”

· Basic information regarding birth parents – eye color, health, body type, hair color, education, skill, employments, gifts (artistic, musical, natural) 

· Positive information on birth family members 

· Sibling information and location

· Family tree, ancestry
· Traditions and cultures 
· Family obituaries
· Educational information/history
· Medical information – immunizations, growth 

· Placement information 
· Resource family information

· Permanency goals

· Adoption process

· Favorite things, music, interests, poems, hobbies

· Important people—past and present

· Strengths and accomplishments

· Losses and gains

· Feelings activities

· Wishes for the future

· Significant events

· Letter from worker 
· Letter from child’s important people

· Character/Morals/Values/Feelings
· Developmental considerations

· Communicate what the child needs to know in a developmentally appropriate way, for example, more pictures than words for younger children.

· Even if the child can’t understand, it is important that they have the information for the future 

· Older youth may prefer tools such as journals so they can write thoughts or feelings they may not want to share out loud

Addressing CORE issues in a Lifebook

· Grief and loss:  Children can’t grieve losses until they understand what losses they’ve experienced.  Lifebook activities such as a loss history chart, lifemap and timeline can bring together all the pieces of the youth’s history and help them get the answers they need.  While completing lifebook activities, workers help children process their thoughts and feelings and share their pain.  Shared pain is diminished pain.

· Abandonment:  This is a crucial loss of connectedness for children and strips away their sense of belonging.  Many children feel guilty and blame themselves for causing their caregivers to “give them up.”  Lifebook activities that tell the child’s story (timeline, lifemap, narratives pertaining to “What Happened to Me?”, for example) clarify why the child came into care, through no fault of his own.  Lifebook activities relating to who loves the child or who is part of the child’s family demonstrate connectedness for the child.  Those activities include such things as family photos, diagrams of who the child goes to for what needs, pages other family members write about the child, etc. 
· Identity:  Having a well developed sense of identity requires that children know their past, understand their present situation and explore where they belong.  Many lifebook activities address identity:  Use activities that provide information about their birth, their birth family, culture, traditions, ethnicity, talents, interests, relationships, hopes, dreams and all that is unique about the child. 
· Control: Children in care often seek to control whatever they can because they have lost all control over their lives. Lifebook activities address control by helping youth understand the roles of different family members and the child’s own role within the family.  Worksheets about how families function and why children need parents are useful. 
· Loyalty: Lifebooks can address loyalty by helping children realize they can be part of more than one family and love more than one family without being disloyal to any. Use activities that demonstrate to the child that he does not have to choose among people important to him.  Such activities might include worksheets about the child’s feelings toward birth and resource families, worksheets that resource families complete that celebrate the child’s birth family, photos of the child with both families, any activities that allow the child to express affection for both families and consider that both families love him. 
· Attachment:   Lifebooks can address attachment by helping the child to process feelings of loss about broken connections.  Use activities and worksheets that commemorate past relationships, such as pages that include photos of loved ones and allow the child to record what she loves about that person, what she misses, for example. Other ideas might be writing letters to loved ones, drawing pictures or making collages that reflect things about the missed person.
· Shame:  Lifebooks can address shame by helping children develop positive identities not based on abuse or neglect. It begins by clarifying for children how they came into care, with the intent of alleviating self-blame. This can be accomplished with timelines, lifemaps and narratives. Other useful activities are “All About Me” or “People Who Love Me” and similar pages.
Addressing Goals of Child Preparation in a Lifebook 

· Gives the Child a Voice: Any activity that allows the child to express herself and the worker to listen and show interest is giving the child a voice. Start by letting the child personalize the cover of the lifebook and choose activities and materials.  Some of the many activities that can be used include lifemap, sibling memories, writing letters, people who care about me, feelings heart, “All About Me” types of activities, three wishes and dreams for the future. Anything the child wants to say about any topic can be the source of an activity.  
· Honors the Past: Children have to understand their past in order to move on to the future. A lifebook can honor a child’s past by including information about where they came from—their heritage, culture, and their family. Use lifebook pages/activities that provide birth information, family history and information about important people, places and events.  Share information with the child by using pictures, explanations, descriptions, anecdotal stories and whatever else is available. The more photos the better!
· Answers the Questions:  Children in the child welfare system rarely have a good understanding of what has happened to them, how they got where they are or what will happen next. The lifebook should answer questions for children even if they do not ask them.  Lifebook activities such as timeline and lifemap can help clarify the journey for children.  Use activities/worksheets/narratives that explain how they came into care, age appropriate information about permanency options, how the system works and who makes decisions for them. 
· Makes the Connections: Children in care have lost important connections and working on a lifebook is an opportunity to explore past relationships with them. Use activities that will help children identify people they have known and then discuss memories and feelings about those persons.  Family collages, remembered people charts, sibling memories and individual pages about each person are just a few ideas to address connections.  In addition to a record review, interview caseworkers, CSR workers and IL workers to compile a list of people the child has known.
· Look to the Future: In order to look to the future, children need a context that allows them to remember but also permits them to move on. This can be accomplished through the lifebook by using activities that provide that context of past history.  Activities that commemorate losses and allow the child to share painful feelings helps children remember and prepare to move on.
Tools and Resources: 

· Children’s books 
· Blankets with photos and artwork 
· Photo albums, scrapbooks 
· Art work, journaling 
· Pre-made books
· Computer
· Digital Lifebooks
·  PowerPoint 
· Storybook Weaver,  Google Picasa, Google Maps, Scrapbook Factory 
· Pages such as “About Me,” “Family Tree,” “Road Map,” 
· Blogs and websites
· Baby book 
· Musical instruments to engage the child or to write song lyrics 
· Poetry
· Recordable book 
· Recording or video of people talking to or about the child (birth family, workers, teachers)  
· Disney/Pixar movies relating to loss 
· Videos 
· Recipes For Success
· Child Prep Swap Meets
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