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Oregon Post Adoption Resource Center 
Lifestory Book Information Packet  

This information packet is designed to support you in working with your child or 
with any child to develop a lifestory book. A lifestory book can take many forms, 
but no matter what the style or format, a lifestory book is a record of your child’s 
history and includes information about his/her birth, important caregivers--
including birth parents, placements, milestones, significant experiences and a 
child’s feelings about them.  

The book can take the form of writings, photos, drawings, timelines, collage, etc. 
Unlike a photo album or scrapbook, a lifestory book is created with your child’s 
active participation. The process of creating it together is as important, if not 
more important, than the book itself.  

The book need not be pretty or artsy; what matters most is that it contain the 
most significant information about your child’s life and be a catalyst for necessary 
but often difficult conversations between you and your child.  

  

“Words have the power to change…

It’s all about empowerment; a co‐created Lifebook 

(shared words and emotion) 

gives a child ownership of her life story and 

of all of her thoughts and feelings.” 

—Jean MacLeod 



LIFESTORY BOOKS 

 
 

Page 6 
 

Do’s and Don’ts of a Lifestory Book 
 

The Do’s of a Lifestory Book 

 Do start a Lifestory book if your child does not have one 

 Do keep the book accessible to the child  

 Do read and look at the book with your child 

 Do make several color copies of the book 

 Do tell the truth and tell it often 

 Do feel comfortable with what you have written 

 Do encourage your child to share his/her thoughts and feelings 

 Do include information about the child’s birth  

 

The Don’ts of a Lifestory Book 

 Don’t put off making your child’s Lifestory Book  

 Don’t think that it has to be perfect 

 Don’t assume that if they don’t ask they don’t care 

 Don’t give your child the original 

 Don’t let your child take it to school 

 Don’t forget to add lots of pictures  
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Why Create A Lifestory Book? 
 
 

 

 

It is a fundamental human need to understand one’s personal story and history. A lifestory 
book can be incredibly validating for a child whose history was fragmented and 
characterized by multiple moves and caregivers. It can provide a visual record of early 
experiences and give a child a starting point for the task of integrating the past and 
healing. 

According to the National Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN) ( 2003) a central goal 
in healing from a traumatic past is meaning-making, so that “youth can consider more 
positive, adaptive views about themselves in the present and experience hope about their 
future.” 

Working on a lifestory book also supports your relationship with your child, demonstrating 
that you are an ally in his/her healing process, willing to be present to the questions and 
the difficult feelings that emerge. It can be a powerful way to express how much you care 
about your child and their story. As Lifestory expert and author Beth O’Malley (2000) 
writes: “Even if your lifebook is 5 pages, it is tangible proof to your adopted child that 
s/he is precious enough to deserve this life treasure.” 

The lifestory book is also an important tool to support you in communicating with your child 
about his/her history. It provides a platform for exploring a child’s adoption story and 
coming to understand it in a way that encourages positive identity development and self-
understanding. Lacking knowledge and truthful conversations about their history, many 
adopted children carry misconceptions that are damaging to their self-identity and self-
esteem. They may believe their birth parents “gave them up” because they were difficult 
or bad, for example. Without knowledge and opportunities to process and come to terms 
with their past, many adopted children are unable to properly grieve and heal.  

  

“If we know where we came from, we may better know where to go. 
If we know who we came from, we may better understand who we are.” 

‐Anonymous 
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A lifestory book need not be static. In fact, a lifestory book can be especially useful when 
it is thought of as evolving over time as your child grows and matures. Sometimes adoption 
professionals will create a lifestory book with a child on their caseload prior to adoption. 
Even when a family receives a lifestory book at the time of placement, it is helpful to think 
of this as only the beginning. Adding information over time can enhance its meaning and 
relevance. Even if the book is not changed once it is created, using it as springboard for 
conversation about adoption at different developmental stages can make it an invaluable 
communication aid throughout childhood.  

 

“A fragmented, damaged, discontinuous personal narrative 

puts an individual child at risk…without a lifestory, 

a child is adrift, disconnected, and vulnerable…” 

‐Bruce Perry, MD, PhD 
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“Children will only ask their parents the 

questions that they feel they have 

permission to ask.” 

‐Jayne Schooler and Carmen Knight 

Lifestory books can provide1: 
 

 a concrete tool for meaningful conversation 
 increased comfort level for adoptive or foster parents in adoption 

conversations 
 an adoption security blanket 
 an attachment ritual  
 a structure for difficult material (such as reasons for the relinquishment) 
 ways to normalize adoption language 
 ways to reduce fantasy about birth parents 
 a front-load for adolescence 
 opportunities to create positive identity and ethnic identity 
 reduction in divided loyalty conflicts with birth family 
 ways to confront and challenge magical thinking  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lifestory book work provides permission! 

                                                            
1 From Lifebooks: Creating a Treasure for the Adopted Child by Beth O’Malley, 2000, p. 18 
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Making a Lifestory Book 
(See p.12 for details) 

 There is no one right way that a lifestory book should 
look…(you can) be creative, or not. 

 Consider a lifestory book a work in progress; pages can be 
added over time at different stages of development. 

 If possible, involve the child in its creation.  

 Note that for some children drawing will be a better way to 
reach them than talking/writing. 

 Remember that the process is as important as the outcome.  

 A good lifestory book is one that has been started. You can 
begin with the child’s birth or the child at present and work backwards.* 

*See included article The Backwards Life Book by Joy Rees for more on starting at the 
present and working backward to the child’s birth.  

 

Be thoughtful about the language you use: Be conscientious about the words used in 
sharing about adoption. Choose language that supports a child to build a positive identity, 
calm fears, and understand his or her personal story. Consider the following word choices: 

Instead of: Say: 

"Real" mother/father OR 
"Natural" mother/father 

Birth mother/father OR 
First mother/father 

We could not have our own baby We could not have a baby born to us 

Your birth parents were not able 
to take care of you.  

Your birth parents had grown-up problems, 
so they could not take care of a child. 

They gave you up for adoption. They made a plan for you to be adopted. 

Child Welfare Information Gateway Fact Sheet (2015), Parenting your Adopted Preschooler 
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Talking about birth parents: Understandably, in the course of reviewing your child’s 
history, angry feelings may arise toward the birth family. Find an outlet for these feelings 
apart from your interactions with your child. It is important to speak of the birth family in 
a non-pejorative, non-judgmental way, as youth naturally identify to some degree with 
their birth families. Negative comments about the birth family may be internalized by your 
child and taken personally. At the same time, if you can find a way to honor the birth 
parents, this supports your child’s self-esteem. As Cindy Probst (2015) writes: “If we 
honor the birth parents’ places in our children’s lives, our children will be equipped to feel 
good about themselves. Accepting and respecting these people and places does not 
diminish you as a parent. Rather, it lets you claim the whole of your child.” 

Important messages to convey with lifestory book work: 
 You were born from a mother’s womb, like all children. 
 Talk about the birth, even if you don’t have much information. 
 Talk about birth mother and birth father (if nothing is known about the birth 

parent(s)—state this). 
 You are lovable, capable and worthy of being safe. 
 It was not your fault that you were removed from birth parents’ care. Birth 

parents were unable to keep you safe because of adult problems. 
 Your feelings and history matter. 
 It is okay to talk about the past and ask questions. 
 Responsibility for abuse/neglect was with the birth parent (in non-judgmental 

language). 
 Child can be a pioneer and does not need to make the same mistakes his/her birth 

parents made. 
 Birth parents contributed positively to child—life, eye color, genes, talents, trips, 

nurturing, play, presents. 
 Validate the different feelings children might have about adoption topics. 
 Adoption was planned—judge decided the birth parents could not be parents 

anymore, case workers looked for the right family. The adoptive family is aware of 
the tough times the child has had. 

 Explain different placements of siblings (if relevant). 
 You are a part of our family. The adoptive family will grow together and adoption is 

permanent. 
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The healing power of art: For many youth, drawing or painting will be a useful means 
for expressing feelings and thoughts that may be difficult to communicate through words. 
Keep this in mind as you approach the work of creating a lifestory book. As the old saying 
goes, a picture is worth a thousand words. Richard Rose (2012), a renowned lifestory work 
expert, describes it this way: “When you play with children, helping with construction, 
creative art, physical activity, communication through enactment, you are entering a form 
of communication that is full of opportunity and discovery. The game becomes a portal for 
those involved, as the shared activity ultimately brings down the barriers that often exist 
between the child and the adult.” Creating opportunities for creative expression as you 
work on a lifestory book is a great way to increase closeness and understanding of your 
child’s experience.  

As you can see, the lifestory book can be a valuable communication tool for your family. 
There are many ways to do a lifestory book with your child and various approaches that 
will work best with different ages. Do what works for your family. And remember that the 
process is more important than the product. Enjoy this time of connecting with your child 
while creating a space for important conversations that have the real potential to bring 
you closer together. Ultimately, lifestory work is an act of love with a lasting impact.  

 

 

See coming pages for tips, information on developmental considerations, sample 
lifestory pages, select articles, and recommended online and print resources.
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Lifestory Books: Physical Characteristics and 
What to Include 

What should a lifestory book look like?  
The lifestory book can take many forms. It can be 
created on the computer or by hand. There is no one 
right way to do it. The key is that this is created with 
your child’s active participation and contributions. Once 
completed, remember to keep the book accessible and 
to look at it with your child from time to time!  

Some good things to consider: 

 Cover should be appropriate for the 
child 

 Protect the photo on the cover 

 Each sibling should have her/his own 
book (can make copies of common pages) 

 Consider a 3 ring binder so pages can 
be added later 

 Make copies in case book is lost or 
destroyed 

 Reflect child’s interests, race/ethnicity 

 Acid free materials to last a lifetime 

 Visually simple, as needed 

 Clear and specific labels of photos 

 Plastic page protectors 

 Story on one page, photos on another 
for easy removal of narrative 

 Stickers for easy art work 

 Don’t worry—you don’t have to be 
artistic! 

See Online Resources for ready-made templates. 

Where can you obtain information for a lifestory book? 

 From birth parents, other birth relatives, previous caregivers and caseworkers, 
CASA advocates, therapists, teachers 

 From case record and court reports or other legal documents 

 From the hospital where the child was born 

 From schools, churches, and community centers that the child attended 
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Ideas for what to include in a lifestory book:  

 Birth information 

 Family tree 

 Pictures, especially of birth parents, siblings, other important family members 

 Information about the child’s culture of origin, if applicable 

 Letters from birth relatives 

 Ultra sound image 

 Genogram  

 Artwork 

 Letters from teachers, Head Start staff, mentors, therapists, caseworkers 

 Placement Information 

 Medical Information 

 Adoption Information 

 Educational Information 

 Special memories of the child 

 Copy of birth certificate 

 Reference to both birth mother and birth father (if not known, state this) 

 Favorite recipes from birth family, culture, foster family 

 Mementos from birth culture, if applicable 

 Developmental Information 

 Report cards 

 Birthday cards 

 Hand and foot prints at various ages 

 Map showing where child has lived 

 Photos—child, adoptive family, siblings, birth family, previous homes, hospital, 
staff, court house, playground, pets, friends, etc. 

 Letter from birth parents and foster parents endorsing the move to the adoptive 
family 

Hint: Include a lifestory book “anchor,” a note stating when the bulk of the book 
was created and the age of your child/teen at the time.  
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Talking with Youth about Their History:  
Developmental Considerations 

 
Our language and methods for talking about adoption and a child’s history will need to be 
adapted depending on the age of a child and his/her developmental readiness. Here are 
some tips for working with children at various stages (adapted from the North American 
Council on Adopted Children’s publication Adoption 101): 

Infants/Toddlers (0-3) 

With infants and toddlers, you are laying the groundwork for future communications about 
adoption. 

 Consider telling a simple story about the child’s 
birth and adoption. Get more comfortable using 
adoption language that works for you. This is a good 
time to share terms (e.g. birth mother) without 
worrying about communicating the concept (since 
the child is too young to grasp it). 

 

Preschoolers, ages 3-5 

Preschoolers are concrete and learn best through play. They are magical and egocentric 
thinkers, believing that the world revolves around them. 

 In talking to preschoolers:  

 Be concrete and simple. Use props, like books* and 
drawings. 

 Stay relaxed and factual. 

 Be aware that a child this age may reject the explanation 
of being born to someone else—don’t worry. 

 Children this age usually feel good about being adopted but 
may have some confusion. 
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Elementary Years—Ages 6–10 
 
Children at this age: 

 face many challenges inside and outside the 
family 

 learn motor skills 

 acquire academic knowledge 

 socialize with peers (primarily same sex) 

 become more and more independent and 
competent 

 experience ordinary conflicts with parents 
over TV/internet, privileges, chores, clothes, 
bedtimes, language, movies, etc. 

 
 
Tips for parents and/or professionals: 

 Respect the child’s privacy in public. 

 Notice and help kids respond to adopted-
related teasing. 

 Help kids deflect intrusive questions if they do not want 
to talk about adoption. 

 Be proactive. Take a lead in bringing up adoption. 

 Some children may volunteer to share about their 
adoption and their story. Be casual and encouraging. 

 Support the idea that there are many kinds of families, 
including adoptive families. 

 

 

*See the section on Favorite Children’s Books on Adoption (p. 26-28)  

“Though they appear more vulnerable,

younger children in middle childhood 

generally process negative information 

more easily…with less potential for 

internalizing self‐blame and shame 

for the action/choices of others.  

(They) have more time to work and 

rework material and come to a positive 

sense of self before they begin to 

emotionally leave the family nest.” 

‐Holly van Gulden
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“Teens often write what they can’t say.”
‐Beth O’Malley

Young Adolescent—Ages 11-15 
 
Children at this age: 

 Understand adoption and their personal story in a completely new way 

 Are maturing physically and emotionally at a rapid rate 

 Are forming their identity and sense of self; wonder what they will look like, whom 
they will be like, and to whom they belong 

 Are more strongly affected by the facts of their adoption, as they are able to 
comprehend what it means 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Tips for parents and/or professionals: 

 Model the use of current adoption language.  

 Avoid putting a child on the spot about being adopted or being knowledgeable about 
it. 

 Mention adoption and adoptive families as one of the many ways to build a family. 

 If youth bring up adoption concerns, provide facts and show your willingness to talk. 

 Don’t wait for your child to initiate a conversation about adoption. Take the lead.  
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Youth—Ages 16–22+ 
 
Older Youth are:   

 Trying to find their place in the adult world 

 Often feel overwhelmed as they search for their 
identity 

 May feel challenged as they explore school, work, and 
housing options 

 
Tips for parents and/or professionals: 

 Learn the Seven Core Issues in Adoption (Loss, Rejection, Guilt and Shame, Grief, 
Identity, Intimacy, and Mastery and Control — 
see http://www.adoptionsupport.org/res/7core.php 
and take them into consideration when working with adopted youth. 

 Remember life-changing experiences that occur throughout adulthood, such as 
moving, death, graduation, divorce, birth, college, etc., can trigger unresolved issues 
of adoption. 

 Mention adoption and adoptive families in your practice or work. 

 Treat the subject of personal or family history with sensitivity and offer 
alternative strategies for dealing with gaps in information. 

 Be open to listening and processing with a teen or young adult who brings up an 
adoption dilemma. 

 Use opportunities (news, TV, movies with adoption themes, assignments) to start a 
conversation about adoption. 

 Consider a referral to a counselor for grief and trauma work. 

 Remember a youth’s desire to seek information about his birth family doesn’t mean 
he doesn’t love or need the support of his adopted family. 
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Books on Lifestory Books 
 (Many of these titles are available in the ORPARC library) 

Please note the books with an asterisk are geared toward professional social workers 
and counselors but many are also relevant for parents as well. 

Lifebooks: Creating a Treasure for the Adopted Child 
by Beth O’Malley 

This book presents information on what lifebooks are, why they are so important, and how 
to proceed with them from just about any standpoint. O’Malley includes a 58 page chapter 
on the “essentials.” It is all written in a touching, personal manner by someone who spent 
her first 5 months in foster care before being adopted. O’Malley later went on to become 
an adoption professional.  
 
Life Story Books for Adopted Children: A Family Friendly Approach* 
by Joy Rees 

This book presents a new approach to compiling a life story book that starts with the 
present and works back from there. Rees argues that this approach is especially 
supportive of promoting attachment in the adoptive family. Clear and concise, it contains 
simple explanations of complex concepts, practical examples, and helpful suggestions, 
aiming to reinforce the child’s sense of belonging and security within the adoptive family. 
 
Life Story Therapy with Traumatized Children* 
by Richard Rose 

Life story therapy is an approach designed to enable children to explore, question and 
understand the past events of their lives. It aims to secure their future through 
strengthening attachment with their caregivers and providing the opportunity to develop a 
healthy sense of self and feeling of wellbeing. This comprehensive overview lays out the 
theory underlying life story therapy, including an accessible explanation of contemporary 
research in neurobiology and trauma. 
 
The Child’s Own Story: Life Story Work with Traumatized Children* 
 by Richard Rose 

A practice-focused guide to life story work, it shows how this effective tool can be used 
to help young people recover from abuse and make sense of a disrupted upbringing in 
multiple homes or families. Though some sections apply more to the system in Great 
Britain where the book was written, it is a good resource for social workers, child 
psychotherapists, residential care staff, long-term foster parents and other professionals 
working with traumatized children.  
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The Complete Lifebook Workbook 
by Jim Mooney 

This book serves as an example of one way a lifestory book might be organized. Many of 
the pages are in fill-in-the-blanks format. There are pages to be filled in about birth 
family, foster families, and adoptive family; about birthdays, school memories, etc. There 
is also information to normalize many of the reasons that children might be adopted. 
Purchasing information is on the inside cover for those who would like to buy this book to 
fill in the blanks. 
 
This is Me! Memories to Gather and Keep 
by Susan Pierce 

This expandable book serves as an example of one way a lifestory book might be organized. 
Most of the pages are blank with lines or blank forms to be filled in as information is 
gathered or as the child grows. There are pages to be filled in about birth family, foster 
families, and adoptive family; about birthdays and school memories. There is purchasing 
information for those who would like to have this book to fill in the blanks. This is also 
available in specific foreign adoption editions. 
 
Here I Am! A Lifebook Kit For Use With Children With Developmental Disabilities 
by Schroen, S. Halleen, B. S. 

Available to order from: National Resource Center for Adoption: 
http://www.nrcadoption.org 
“This lifebook workbook kit designed for developmentally disabled children who are not 
living with their own families is to be used by social workers therapists, residential and 
mental health staff, foster parents and adoptive parents to help these children 
understand why they are not living at home.” 
 
  



LIFESTORY BOOKS 

 
 

Page 22 
 

The following lifestory books are for adoptive families who have adopted 
internationally: 
 
Adoption Lifebook: A Bridge to Your Child’s Beginnings 
by Cindy Probst  

This is a new, easy-to-read workbook for international adoptive parents and waiting 
parents who wish to document their children's early lives for them, in the form of a 
lifebook. Through exercises and text, readers become more comfortable telling children 
the truth about their beginnings while emphasizing their strengths and resilience. 
Adoption specialist Cindy Probst guides parents through such topics as talking with 
children about their birth parents and orphanage or foster care experience, answering 
"why was I adopted?" questions, and using empowering adoption language.” (Summary from 
Amazon.com)  
 
Lifebook Writing Guide-For Parents of Asian Children 
by Kay Graap 

This easy-to-use e-book offers suggestions for page topics, writing samples from adoptive 
parents' lifebooks, and background on the social and cultural issues of China and Korea 
that contribute to our children's unique life stories. Available at 
http://www.adoptshoppe.com/Adoption-Lifebooks/DIY/ 
 

Lifestory Books Geared for Teens 
 

Filling in the Blanks 
by Susan Gabel 

This lifebook/workbook is a tool for older children and adolescents to help them learn 
about being adopted. It is divided into four sections: My Birth Family, My Adoption 
Process, My Adoptive Family, and Myself. 
 
For When I'm Famous: A Teen Foster/Adopt Lifebook 
by Beth O’Malley 

The book begins with easy questions, check lists, and fun activities before moving on to 
more challenging exercises. This popular lifebook refers to group homes, kinship, running 
away, psych hospitals as well as foster care. It includes a checklist for reasons “why the 
teen came into care” which can serve as a starting point for discussion. 
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CDs/DVDs on the topic of Lifestory Books 
(available in the ORPARC library) 

 
I Don’t Understand Why: A Search for Meaning (DVD) 
Illinois State University 

This documentary features an interview with Jimmy, an adopted child with behavior 
difficulties at age 8 and later in his twenties, when he has two kids of his own. He talks 
about the importance to him of his lifebook, which includes school reports and a letter 
from his birth mother, in helping him understand his past and form a positive sense of 
identity. 
 
Lifebooks and Family Trees: Tools to Help Children Understand Their Stories (CD) 
NACAC Conference 2006 

A lifebook is a hands-on tool for talking about foster care or adoption and commemorates 
the child’s journey to the current family. Losses and joys, accomplishments and loved ones 
dance across its pages. Adoption-friendly family trees equip the child for typical school 
projects. This interactive workshop examines why, how, and when to assemble a lifebook in 
a way that helps the child to understand and discuss adoption or foster care. 
 
 
Putting the Pieces Together: Lifebook Work with Children (DVD) 
Lutheran Social Services of Illinois 

This DVD provides the what, when, how, who and why of building lifebooks. Through 
interviews with adoptees, adoptive parents, and professionals, it demonstrates what 
lifebooks are, what they are not, and what they should include; when and how to get 
started; who should contribute; and most importantly; why they are so indispensable in the 
lives of adopted and foster children. Good for the child welfare professional as well as the 
parent.  
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Books on Talking to Children About Adoption 
 
Telling the Truth to Your Adopted or Foster Child: Making Sense of the Past 
by Betsy Keefer and Jayne E. Schooler 

The goal of this book is to equip parents with the knowledge and tools they will need for a 
lifetime as they communicate with their adopted or foster child about the complex, 
troubling, and often painful aspects of his or her fragmented past. It is designed to meet 
the informational and practical needs of adoptive and foster parents of either domestic or 
international origin, with or without special needs. It is also intended for adoption 
professionals, mental health professionals, school teachers, and other professionals who 
work with adopted and foster children. See Ch. 9 Tools of Communication, p. 116. 
 
Adopting the Hurt Child 
by Gregory C. Keck, PhD and Regina M. Kupecky, LCSW 

See Ch. 10 Giving Your Child a History 
Tools for talking about your child’s history, including lifestory book work, p. 154-167. 
 
A Child’s Journey through Placement 
by Vera I. Fahlberg 

See Section II: Communicating with Children, p. 352-389. 
 
Twenty Things Adopted Kids Wish Their Adoptive Parents Knew 
by Sherrie Eldridge 

The whole book is recommended to foster greater understanding and to be better 
equipped to talk about adoption. The following two chapters are especially helpful: 

 Ch. 9 “I Want You to Take the Initiative in Opening Conversations About My Birth 
Family,” p. 96-106. 

 Ch. 10 “I Need to Know the Truth About My Conception, Birth, and Family History, 
No Matter How Painful the Details May Be,” p. 107-115. 

 
Making Sense of Adoption 
by Lois Ruskai Melina 

This “parent’s guide” offers many examples of ways to present difficult information in a 
sensitive manner—sensitive to the child’s needs, to the birthparents’ struggles, and to the 
adoptive parents’ perspective. 
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Raising Adopted Children 
by Lois Ruskai Melina 

See Ch. 4 Talking About Adoption, p. 83-130. 
The chapter includes explanations of the different developmental stages of childhood and 
how to tailor discussion with that understanding. Also includes a section on how to 
approach talking about difficult aspects of a child’s history. 
 
Helping Children Cope with Separation and Loss 
by Claudia Jewett Jarratt 

This step-by-step guide for any concerned adult offers warm advice, specific techniques 
and innovative ideas for helping children overcome the sadness, anger, and anxiety 
resulting from divorce, death, absence, adoption, foster care, and sibling care. 

 See Ch. 2 Helping Children Face Change, particularly the section on helping children 
understand family change from other causes (abuse, neglect, mental illness), p. 39. 

 See Ch. 5 Responding to Problems of Self-Esteem, especially the section on helping 
children understand their personal histories, p. 173. 

 
Talking with Young Children about Adoption 
by Mary Watkins and Susan Fisher 

This book, for parents of children ages two to ten, discusses what to say to adopted 
children and when to say it. It also explores how kids respond to the concept of adoption, 
how they incorporate it into their make-believe play, and what worries they have. 
See Ch. 3 Adoption and the World of the Young Child, p.57. 
 
The Whole Life Adoption Book 
by Jayne E. Schooler and Thomas C. Atwood 

See Part 3: Communicating About Adoption, p. 115-149. Includes critical questions for 
parents and children and when and how to talk to children about adoption 
 
Adoption Parenting: Creating a Toolbox, Building Connections 
Edited by Jean MacLeod and Sheena Macrae, PhD 

Over 100 contributors have helped to weave this tapestry of advice for adoptive parents. 
It looks at FASD, trauma and PTSD, sensory integration, speech and language delays, and 
at ways to effectively parent a post-institutionalized child or a child who has experienced 
trauma. You may not read it all at once, but you’ll come back to it again and again as your 
child’s self-awareness develops and your awareness of how to help increases. See the 
Narratives section, p. 221-251, for information on lifestory books and other suggestions 
for communicating with your child.  
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Favorite Children’s Books on Adoption or 
Related Topics 

(Many of these titles are available in the ORPARC library) 

For Young Children (8 and under) 

 The Best for You by Kelsey Stewart (written from the perspective of a birth mother 
who wants the best for her child) 

 The Day We Met You by Phoebe Koehle 

 Forever Fingerprints: An Amazing Discovery for Adopted Children by Sherrie 
Eldridge 

 Foster Care and Adoption: A Pathway to Understanding by Heather Wilson 

 Happy Adoption Day (international adoption) by Jon McCutcheon 

 How I Was Adopted by Joanna Cole  

 I Love You Like Crazy Cakes by Rose Lewis (international adoption) 

 I Wished for You: An Adoption Story by Marianne Richmond 

 Lucy’s Family Tree by Karen Halvorsen Schrenk 

 A Mother for Choco by Keiko Kasza 

 The Mulberry Bird: An Adoption Story by Anne Braff Brodzinsky  

 Murphy’s Three Homes: A Story for Children in Foster Care by Jan Levinson Gilman 

 Over the Moon: An Adoption Tale by Karen Katz (international adoption) 

 A Place in My Heart by Mary Grossnickle 

 Pugnose Has Two Special Families by Karis Kruzel (for open adoptions) 

 Rosie’s Family: An Adoption Story by Lori Rosove 

 Star of the Week: A Story of Love, Adoption, and Brownies with Sprinkles by 
Darlene Friedman (international adoption) 

 Susan and Gordon Adopt a Baby (Sesame Street Books) by Judy Freuberg  

 And Tango Makes Three by Peter Parnell and Justin Richardson 

 Tell Me Again About the Night I was Born by Jamie Lee Curtis 

 Through Moon and Stars and Night Skies by Ann Warren Turner 

 Twice-Upon-a-Time: Born and Adopted by Eleanora Patterson 
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 We See the Moon by Carrie Kitz (international adoption) Note: The author has 
written a touching article about why she wrote this book. You can read this article at: 
http://www.emkpress.com/whymoon.html 

 We’re Different, We’re the Same by Bobbi Jane Kates  

 When I Met You by Adrienne Ehlert Bashista (international adoption) 

 Zachary’s New Home: A Story for Foster and Adopted Children by Geraldine M. and 
Paul Blomquist 

 
For 8-11 year olds: 
 Anne of Green Gables by Lucy Maud Montgomery 

 Foster Care and Adoption: A Pathway to Understanding* by Heather Wilson 
*This is a unique interactive, illustrative and educational book created to help children 
de-mystify the process and their feelings as they move into foster care and adoption. 
It is an engaging tool to help children understand the people and steps involved in their 
transition to permanency. Ideally, the book is used by a clinician or caseworker in 
therapy with a child. 

 Look Who’s Adopted by Michael S. Taheri and James F. Orr 

 Lucy’s Feet (may be appropriate for younger children too, 5 and up) by Stephanie Stein 

 The Story That Makes Me Special (Information Packet available from ORPARC) 
This is a lifebook that children can fill out with their parents. ORPARC provides this to 
eligible families at no charge. ORPARC received permission from NACAC to reproduce 
and distribute "The Story That Makes Me Special" by Peg Studaker, Judy Haines, and 
Deb Contag Al-Aidy and Illustrated by Michaelin Otis. (Best for the school-age child) 

 Three Names of Me by Mary Cummings (international adoption) 

 W.I.S.E. Up PowerBook by the Center for Adoption Support and Education (C.A.S.E)  

 
For Teens: 
 Adopted Teens Only: A Survival Guide to Adolescence by Danea Gorbett 

 Adopted: The Ultimate Teen Guide (It Happened to Me) by Suzanne Buckingham 
Slade  

 The Face in the Mirror: Teens and Adoption by Marion Cook 

 Filling in the Blanks: A Guided Look at Growing Up Adopted by Susan Gabel 

 How It Feels to Be Adopted by Jill Krementz 

 Pieces of Me: Who Do I Want to Be? Voices for and by Adopted Teens, edited by 
Robert L. Ballard 
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 Who am I?...And Other Questions of Adopted Kids by Charlene C. Giannetti 

 
For the Adoptive Family: 
 20 Things Adopted Kids Wish Their Adoptive Parents Knew by Sherrie Eldridge 

 Chicken Soup for the Adopted Soul: Stories Celebrating Forever Families, edited by 
Jack Canfield, Mark Victor Hansen, and LeAnn Thieman 

 A Cup of Comfort for Adoptive Families: Stories that celebrate a special gift of 
love, edited by Colleen Sell 
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Online Resources on Lifestory Books 
 
From the Child Welfare Information Gateway (www.childwelfare.gov) 
Lifestory book resources: 
https://www.childwelfare.gov/adoption/postplacement/lifebooks.cfm#resources 
Sample lifestory books: 
https://www.childwelfare.gov/adoption/postplacement/lifebooks.cfm#sample_lifebooks 
Adoption and Stages of Development (including sections on communicating with your 
adopted child or teen): 
https://www.childwelfare.gov/adoption/adopt_parenting/stages.cfm 
 
Free Lifestory Book Pages 
http://www.ifapa.org/publications/IFAPA_Lifebook_Pages.asp 
The Iowa Foster Care and Adoptive Parents Association (IFAPA) provide free lifestory 
book pages that you can download from their website. 
 
Beth O’Malley’s web site 
http://www.adoptionlifebooks.com 
This is lifestory book author Beth O’Malley’s web site, which is filled with useful 
information about the process of creating lifestory books, resources (some free and some 
for purchase), and relevant links. You can also sign up here to receive her free e-
newsletter with tips for parents on creating lifestory books.  
 
Adoption.com Lifebook articles for parents 
http://adoption.about.com/od/parenting/a/bestlifebookideas.htm 
 
Life Story Works: an online guide to making lifebooks 
www.lifestoryworks.org 
This web site offers an on-line guidebook to creating a life story book, created by an 
adoptive mom and a social worker. Includes templates and examples. Also includes a section 
on how to talk to your child about difficult material surrounding why he/she was adopted. 
Note: This is a British site, so some of the language is different, e.g. “mummy,” instead of 
mommy. 
 
Life Books: A Creative and Fun Way to Express Yourself  
http://wiadopt.org/Portals/WIAdopt/Tipsheets/Youth/LifeBooks.pdf 
Adoption Resources of Wisconsin (2008) 
This tip sheet describes how to use lifebooks to document personal history and express 
individuality. 
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Talking about Adoption; Language and Strategies 
https://www.pactadopt.org/resources/talking-about-adoption-language-and-
strategies.html 
Pact provides an array of articles, essays, videos and reviews related to talking about 
adoption. Topics include talking to children about adoption and foster care at various ages 
and stages, handling questions from outsiders (including teachers), and helping children 
create their own adoption narrative, including the use of life books. 
 
AdoptShoppe 
http://www.adoptshoppe.com/Adoption-Lifebooks/  
This website has life book templates/pages available for purchase. You will find several 
different lifestory books for sale, including special lifestory books for families who have 
adopted internationally and military adoptive families. 
 
Lutheran Social Services of Illinois 
http://www.lssi.org/Lifebook/Lifebook.aspx 
This web site has some good information about lifestory book work. 
The following are also available for purchase on this site:  
 

“My Awesome Life” is a Lifebook written by social workers at Lutheran Social 
Services of Illinois (LSSI). It has several versions to fit the needs of children at 
various stages of their journey through foster care, adoption, as well as children 
making sense of loss, trauma or change who are not involved in the foster care 
system.  
 
“Putting the Pieces Together: Lifebook Work with Children” is LSSI’s training 
curriculum designed to help agencies, therapists, social workers, child welfare 
professionals, as well as foster and adoptive parents, use lifestory books with 
children. The curriculum includes a short video on the value and power of making 
lifestory books with foster/adopt children.  
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Template Examples from Iowa Foster Care and Adoptive Parents Association (IFAPA) 
http://www.ifapa.org/publications/IFAPA_Lifebook_Pages.asp 
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Template Examples from Iowa Foster Care and Adoptive Parents Association (IFAPA) 

http://www.ifapa.org/publications/IFAPA_Lifebook_Pages.asp  
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Template Examples from Iowa Foster Care and Adoptive Parents Association (IFAPA) 

http://www.ifapa.org/publications/IFAPA_Lifebook_Pages.asp
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 Template Examples from Iowa Foster Care and Adoptive Parents Association (IFAPA) 
http://www.ifapa.org/publications/IFAPA_Lifebook_Pages.asp 
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Template Examples from Iowa Foster Care and Adoptive Parents Association (IFAPA) 
http://www.ifapa.org/publications/IFAPA_Lifebook_Pages.asp  
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 Template Examples from Iowa Foster Care and Adoptive Parents Association (IFAPA) 
http://www.ifapa.org/publications/IFAPA_Lifebook_Pages.asp  
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Examples from Richard Rose 

http://www.nla.gov.au/openpublish/index.php/aja/article/viewFile/2544/2994/ 
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Example from Richard Rose   
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Example from Richard Rose   
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Example from Richard Rose   
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From Telling the Truth to Your Adopted or Foster Child (2000) 
By Betsy Keefer and Jayne E. Schooler  
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Timeline Example from Oregon Post Adoption Resource Center  
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Adoption LifeBooks: Do’s and Don’ts 
 

By Beth O’Malley M.Ed 
http://www.adoptionlifebooks.com/ 

 
Is that Lifebook still on your To-Do List? Are you stuck? Or don’t know where to 

begin? Keep reading. This guide is designed to first inspire then offer simple but 
effective hints. The goal is to jump-start you onto the road toward Lifebook creation. 
 
What is a LifeBook? 
 
 A lifebook is an actual book. Many parents create it from scratch, which I believe 
offers the most benefits. A lifebook is the child’s story, seen through his or her eyes. It 
has three essential components: 
 starts with the child’s birth* 
 details the child’s birthparents 

(even if you, the adoptive parent, know no facts) 
 explains in child friendly terms the reasons the child was adopted 
 
 These are the crucial pages, they tell your child that he was born just like every 
one else, that he has birthparents…and then that he was adopted. 
 
 Naturally, there are also fun “current family” pages—the day you first met, travel 
pages, silly things that happened in the beginning etc. Typically, there are many, many 
pictures starting when your family formed; lots of information too. These are very 
different than the pre-placement pages.  
 
*You can also start with ‘current pages’ and then move into the child’s birth. For example 
photos of the child doing a favorite activity, “Zenna eating her 6th birthday cake”, etc. 
Selecting these photos with the child is a great exercise to start the lifebook. 
 
 
Lifebook Benefits: What’s so special about a book? 
 
 A life history book will tell the child’s story, from the moment when s/he first 
entered this world. It pulls together all the pieces of your child’s story AND helps them 
make sense of what has happened in their life. A lifebook helps them feel normal and 
better answer the question “Who am I?” 
 
 If you think of the LifeBook as “just a book” then you are making a big mistake. 
Chances are that your child’s lifebook will never get done. Instead, consider it as the 
LifeBook Process, which is so therapeutic. Work on it is healing work, time when you 
can help your child make sense of himself. The questions, discussion, etc all take place 
in-between the pages. This intimate talk brings you and your child closer together. Kids 
get to say things which maybe they might not normally talk about or disclose. 
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 Creation of the Lifebook helps take the ‘sting’ out of adoption talk. It helps parents 
feel more and more comfortable with the entire process. Adoption talk gets easier and 
easier. The story doesn’t have to be fancy or elaborate. In fact, short is best. But each 
word is so important, and choosing the words is maybe the hardest part.. 
 
Why is this? Each word essentially secures your child’s memory. 
 
 
What a LifeBook Isn’t: 
 
 Be very careful that you don’t end up writing your adoption story. A lifebook is not 
about your feelings or the adoption referral process. Instead, it starts with the child’s 
birth. Not when you got the referral picture or that special telephone call. 
 
 Writing the lifebook isn’t easy. Why? Parents get in touch with their child’s loss 
and abandonment. Some parents re-experience their own losses and sadness. 
Sadness, perhaps, that their baby was not grown within them… 
Sadness that their child may not have had enough food in the orphanage… 
Sadness that maybe their child got hurt in their birth home. 
 
 So, although the story isn’t yours, feeling the writing of it certainly IS. Intense, 
unexpected feelings may come up as you write the text. Try to embrace the experience. 
Feel the feelings and get to the next level. Consider it a therapeutic experience, which it 
is and a cleansing of sorts. Heart and soul. And ultimately a sacrifice for your children. 
 
 
You mean I’m not done with the paperwork? 
 
 Chances are your son or daughter isn’t pulling on your sleeve saying: “Mommy, 
where’s my lifebook?” There aren’t letters in the mail saying, “You have 30 more days to 
get this finished.” Husbands or loved ones don’t keep reminding you or pushing to 
prioritize this matter. 
 
 You are the Lone Lifebook Ranger (unless you are part of a group or receiving 
Beth’s monthly LifeBook newsletter). Alone but filled with vision and conviction that this 
lifebook is really important. 
 
 Stay focused. See your child completed by having the Lifebook and owning 
his/her past. With joy, imagine your child walking down the aisle getting married. Or 
envision them in school---paying more attention to math than wondering about their 
birthparents. 
 
 Picture her/him sitting in your lap looking at their book. The trust grows with each 
reading. It’s all about them. 
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Get in the Lifebook Mood: Read out loud. 
 
 Start with something that’s easy to get into: read books to your child. My personal 
favorites for pre-school include A Mother for Choco; EMK Press’ book I Don’t Have Your 
Eyes; When You Were Born in China and How I Was Adopted: Samantha’s Story, just 
to name a few. 
 
 By the way, have you told your children that they’re adopted? If not, the prospect 
of a Lifebook may be especially daunting for you. Just saying ‘adopted’ is not enough. 
Kids need to hear the ‘tummy mommy talk’ to really understand. So take a deep breath 
and start talking about their birthparents…before you begin the Lifebook work. 
 
 
Get Organized: Set a date. 
 
 “Someday I’m going to give her the best Lifebook…” Well, someday is here. 
Soon you’ll be helping them get ready for college and saying, “Where did the time go?” 
 
 Set a date. Tell your best friend, husband, sibling, or child, depending on age. 
Write it down on the calendar. Commit. Follow through. 
 
 
Make It Easy: Find a partner or Lifebook buddy. 
 
 Two heads are better than one when it comes to Lifebooks. Decisions regarding 
photos and wording are easier and faster with another adult 
 

Hint: Don’t worry about perfect, worry about getting it done. 
 
 
When Should I get Started? : Toddlers vs. School Age 
 
 You really can’t go wrong (unless you don’t make one).  If you have a baby or 
toddler, start by writing the text. Aim for something that a school age child can read. 
Then go back and select the pictures which best fit. 
 
 If you have waited for years and are feeling guilty---don’t. One of the advantages 
of working with a school age child is to take advantage of their interest. Let them help 
you stay on track. 
 
 
Best of All Worlds: Your child can help. 
 
 The best way to make the Lifebook is with your child. Of course, it depends on 
age. But even if your child is only three, s/he can help select the title-page picture, draw 
pictures, pick an album, and stick on stickers. 
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Ready...Set...Write. 
 
 Are you ready? Have you cleared your schedule? Hooked up with your child, a 
helpful adult, or both? Now it’s time to begin. 
 
 
A Personal Passion: Beth’s own walk toward Lifebooks 
  
 Beth O’Malley, M.Ed., author of Lifebooks: Creating a Treasure for the Adopted 
Child, has a very personal connection to LifeBooks. 
 
 Growing up, Beth had an empty feeling inside—she couldn’t seem to put her 
finger on it or shake it. Then, when she was in her 30s, it hit her. She was adopted. 
 
 This was something she knew, but had no information about. Until that point, Beth 
had never made the connection between her adoption and that empty feeling inside.  
 
“That empty space could have been filled with just a few basics: my birth name, where I 
was born. All of which could have helped normalize my experience. A Lifebook would 
have changed my life for the better.” 
 
 A few years later, she had her story.The search was inspired in part by her 
experiences as an adoption specialist. Now she’s helping others with their own stories. 
Her goal is for all adopted children to have individual Lifebooks, whether they are 
adopted from Chicago or China. 
 
 But the story continues. Beth and her husband decided to adopt. That was 12 
years ago and their daughter is now in 6th grade. Beth says: “I have a new appreciation 
for the lifebook process now that I’ve adopted.” 
 
 
Page-by-Page: Improve quality of life. 
 
 Beth has made countless Lifebooks with children as an adoption professional. 
She understands that the Lifebook process is simple but not easy. In her book, she 
walks you through the process step-by-step and page-by-page.  
 
 You don’t have to be creative or artistic: just have a vision and be determined that 
your child will have a Lifebook. Lifebooks represent a proactive, therapeutic approach to 
parenting that can improve the quality of life for any adopted child. 
 
When stuck, repeat to yourself, “A Lifebook will help my child in ways 
I can’t possibly imagine. I want my child to have every opportunity life 
can offer.” 

Copyright ©2015 Beth O’Malley. All rights reserved. 
 

Sign up for free lifebook tips at   http://www.adoptionlifebooks.com/ 
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Life Storybooks for Adopted Children – A New Approach 

‘The life storybook’s traditional structure –  past → present – can prove to be 
uncomfortable for both adoptive parent and child.’ 

By Joy Rees 

In the United Kingdom, compiling life storybooks for adopted children has been part of good 
practice for the last 30 years, though early lifebooks were little more than scrapbooks or 
photograph albums. Recent versions tend to give a more coherent narrative, and by using a 
selection of photographs, drawings, diagrams and documents, they provide a very detailed 
account of a child’s life journey. 

In essence, life story books should provide answers to the many questions children are likely to 
have – but might be reluctant to ask –  about their early life experiences, prior to their adoptions. 
These include what happened, when and why questions. As Vera Fahlberg says, a life storybook 
is basically “a chronology of the child’s life, helping the young person to understand and 
remember what has happened to him or her in the past.” Having a clear understanding of his or 
her own history is seen as “grounding” and of paramount importance as this enables the child to 
live more comfortably in the present and to plan for the future. 

A life storybook is considered to be an essential tool that an adoptive parent can use to help their 
child gain a sense of identity and an understanding of their history. To achieve this, the book 
usually starts with the child’s birth and details known about the birth family; when no details are 
available, as with many inter country adoptions, there is information about the country of origin 
and the orphanage. The book then progresses chronologically to the present, often ending with 
the adoption. As Beth O’Malley stresses, “A lifebook starts with the child’s birth, not their 
arrival into their adoptive family.”   

Because children who are adopted often hold themselves responsible for any events or ill 
treatment or neglect they might have experienced prior to their adoption, taking such an 
approach to compiling a life storybook is likely to feed directly into the trauma and a child’s 
sense of shame and blame. 

Changing the Life Storybook’s Approach 

The life storybook’s traditional structure –  past → present – can prove to be uncomfortable for 
both adoptive parent and child. It might be too direct, threatening or painful and, as a 
consequence, the book is often put away or damaged. This reaction, combined with an evolving 
understanding of attachment formation and child development, including neurological 
development, suggests that it is time for a new approach to constructing these books. 

By starting where the child is - emotionally and physically in the present and within the adoptive 
family – the lifebook can be used primarily to encourage secure family attachments and a sense 
of permanency. This approach may be far more effective in helping children to acquire a more 
positive and a more integrated identity and ultimately a greater understanding of their history. As 
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adoption scholar John Triseliotis points out, to achieve a more integrated sense of self in later 
years, three factors are important:  

1. A childhood experience of feeling wanted and loved 
2. The experience of being perceived by others as a worthwhile person 
3. The knowledge of one’s personal history.  

A child’s sense of history and identity needs time to “evolve.” Social workers and adoptive 
parents can’t just give this to a child in a book. This process will happen over time and in a less 
threatening and more positive way if life storybooks concentrate on facilitating healthy 
attachments and on giving children a sense of permanency and security, and of being loved and 
valued. 

To achieve this, the life storybook should start not with the child’s past, but with the present. It 
should end not with the present and the adoption, but with a hopeful and encouraging future. 
Designing the book so that the child’s history is in the middle is symbolically significant. The 
history is not only shared openly, it is literally contained and embraced by their adoptive family, 
so it may feel safer and more manageable for the child. If the past is sharable, then it is more 
bearable. The past should not overwhelm the child, and the child’s pre-adoption history should 
be kept honest but short – placed in perspective in relation to the child’s whole life, with a long 
future ahead.  

When compiling the life storybook using this format: Present → Past → Present → Future, 
remember the following: the book must be child focused and child friendly and contain bite sized 
sections, with scanned photographs and plenty of colour, as well as drawings and clip art to 
illustrate events and feelings. Avoid social work jargon or adult terminology.  

The book needs to be child sized – in other words, not so large and heavy that it is difficult for a 
young child to lift or hold. It also needs to be durable and child proof. Laminating the pages may 
seem appropriate for toddlers, but this tends to make the book very heavy. A spare copy or a CD 
version might be the solution. 

Use the child’s first name and write in the third person, unless working with older children who 
are writing the story with you. For younger children, this less direct approach is a more effective 
and a less threatening way of exploring their history. Toddlers use names rather than “I” or “me,” 
or  "you" and only gradually do they develop a sense of self.  Many adopted children function at 
a very young emotional age, and adopters are encouraged to “think toddler,” so using the third 
person in the book mirrors this developmental process and children also enjoy seeing their name 
in print. 

The average age of children being adopted in the United Kingdom is four years old. But 
irrespective of age, when preparing the book, parents should make it appropriate for a school-age 
child, roughly five to 10 years old, and by that age, they might already have gone through the 
book many times. Children are “concrete thinkers” at this stage. It is only at school and around 
the age of six to eight that children begin to understand the emotional significance of their 
adoption. Prior to this many may assume that, just like them, everyone has been fostered and 
adopted. A school project about family,with requests for baby photographs, is also a trigger to 
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raising many issues for an adopted child. Cognitive development, changes in the way thoughts 
are processed and in brain integration are also occurring around this same time, which can lead 
to more questions.  

Parents who have adopted children as babies or toddlers often notice a change in their children at 
this stage. Some sense an undercurrent of sadness or what they call “grumpiness,” while others 
comment on increased concerns, difficulties, lethargy, anger or aggression. Attachment issues 
become more apparent, and parents may feel confused and ineffective as they begin to absorb the 
child’s emotions. It is at this stage that an adoptive parent will be able to use a sensitively written 
life storybook to its greatest effect. While reminding the adopters about the child’s history, it can 
also be used to reassure their child and to help the child to unravel the confused thoughts and 
emotions they are struggling to understand. 

Remembering Its Value 

The book is about the child’s life and it is written for the child so it should provide a simple, 
honest, coherent narrative. It is just the first “tier” in the quest for understanding and, though by 
itself this book will not ensure that a child has a clear sense of his or her history, it does provide a 
good starting point. The book is just a basic tool for adopters to build on – at the child’s pace.  

There are certainly lessons to be learned from research that’s been done with adopted adult and 
the “closed” adoptions of the past. Their “need to know” and to find the “missing pieces of the 
jigsaw” are well documented, but there is also a danger of overcompensating for these past 
secretive adoptions and overwhelming today’s adoptees with too much detail too soon. 

The life storybook needs to be “child-friendly” and, while acknowledging the difficulties, 
sadness and losses experienced, it should also be a celebration of the child’s life. The book 
should leave the child with a with a positive sense of who they are, of feeling valued and loved, 
and with hope for the future - not weighed down and overburdened by the birth parents’ troubled 
histories. 

Joy Rees is the author of “Life Storybooks for Adopted Children: A Family Friendly Approach.”  
This article was reprinted with permission of the author.    
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Communicating with your Teenager about Adoption 

Excerpted from Child Welfare Information Gateway 

Adopted teenagers wonder about their birth families and think about adoption more than most parents 
realize. They need parents who are comfortable talking about adoption, who aren't threatened or hurt by the 
discussion, and who can help answer their questions and discover information about their pasts. 

Children are best served by parents who talk about adoption from the youngest ages with openness and in a 
matter-of-fact way. Teens should not be "surprised" with new information about their adoption. Keeping 
secrets generally implies something is wrong and often has more to do with the adoptive parents' own 
losses, fears, and comfort than with the child's needs. Do not wait for your teen to raise the topics of 
adoption and their birth family. Let your child know that it is okay to talk with you about adoption issues, and 
make sure that it is. Some children never raise the subject, for fear of offending their adoptive parents. 
Others act disinterested, when in reality they yearn for more information or for a safe place to express their 
feelings about adoption. 

Use teachable moments 

Find appropriate times and ways to talk about adoption. Rather than trying to force adoption discussions, 
parents of teens may have more success by using "teachable moments." Look for events that naturally lend 
themselves to the topic of adoption. The arrival of a newborn in the neighborhood can lead to discussions of 
pregnancy, birth, and adoption. Mother's Day or Father's Day are logical times to offer help in researching 
additional information about birth family members and roots, if little is known. Take advantage of an 
international news special to talk about your child's homeland. Articles about foster care can spur 
discussions of child protective services and your child's experience, if relevant.  

With teenagers, less is more. Avoid lengthy one-sided lectures. Instead, offer short, non-judgmental, open-
ended statements that invite conversation. For example: "I can imagine a boy your age might be curious 
about his birth father"; "I wonder if you think about your birth mother when you see China in the news"; or "It 
must be hard sometimes to have parents of a different race." 

Provide opportunities for your adopted teen to talk to others about adoption without you around. An adoptive 
teen group (meeting in person or online), other adoptive families with teens, or an adoption mentor (an older 
adopted person) can provide a safe outlet for expressing confusion, anger, or sadness. 

Provide full disclosure 

Teenagers need more detailed information about their past than they could understand at younger ages. 
This information should now include all that you know or can discover about their genetic histories and their 
birth and adoption circumstances—including information that may be upsetting or difficult to share.  

Adoptive parents often struggle with sharing negative information about their child's birth circumstances, 
such as if the child was abandoned or if the birth parent had a criminal history. When their adoptive parents 
are not straightforward in sharing full information, however, teenagers often imagine something even worse 
than what really happened. Youth placed at older ages may have inaccurate memories of the experience. 
Further, some teens may become resentful if the truth is revealed later. Withholding information that they 
have a right to know can be harmful to building a trusting relationship with your teen.  

As teenagers develop, they increase their ability to understand and consider situations from many 
viewpoints. This is an ideal time for adoptive parents to help their sons and daughters make sense of 
their histories, to come to terms with what happened, and to think of their birth families with 
compassion.
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ALASKA CENTER FOR RESOURCE FAMILIES 
SELF-STUDY QUESTIONNAIRE FOR FOSTER PARENTS 

 
SUBJECT:  ADOPTION 

 
COURSE: LIFESTORY BOOKS\ 

Questionnaire derived from the Information Packet: Lifestory Books from the Oregon Post Adoption Resource 
Center, Updated June 2015 

 
2.0 HOURS TRAINING CREDIT 

 
Please read the above entitled self-study. Then complete the questionnaire found on the 
following pages. Try answering the questions first from your understanding of the material 
before referring back to the self study packet. These questions pertain specifically to the course 
which you have read. 
 
After you have answered all the questions, please send your completed questionnaire to the 
Alaska Center for Resource Families, 815 Second Avenue, Suite 202, Fairbanks, Alaska  
99701. We will score your answers and credit 2.0 training hours to your training record. A score 
of 70% correct or better will entitle you to receive training hours credit. In the event your score 
is less than 70% correct, we will contact you to determine if you wish to review the material and 
retake the questionnaire. 
 
If you have questions or concerns about this self-study course, please call us on our toll-free line 
1-800-478-7307. If you are calling from the local Fairbanks/North Pole area dial:  479-7307. 
 
The following section is an evaluation of the self-study materials. Please fill it out upon 
completion of the questionnaire, and return this page to us with the rest of the course 
materials. Thank you for your time and comments. It helps us provide appropriate 
training to meet the needs of foster parents. 
 

*****************EVALUATION OF SELF-STUDY MATERIALS**************** 
Please complete the following questions. 
 
1. Did this self-study course meet with your expectations? _____YES _____NO 
 
2. How would you rate the written presentation of information on the topic? 
 
 _____Excellent _____Good _____Fair _____Poor 
 
3. Did this course add to your knowledge and/or skills? 
 
 _____YES  _____NO  
 
4. Comments/Concerns. 



 

OFFICE USE ONLY:  _____________Score  ________Percent Correct 
 

LIFESTORY BOOKS (ORPARC Information Packet) 2.0 Hours 
 

NAME: __________________________________________________PHONE NO.: _____________________ 
 Only one person per questionnaire. Feel free to make additional copies if needed. 
 

ADDRESS: ________________________________________________________________________________ 
 Street or Post Office     City/State     Zip 
 

EMAIL: __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 YES! I would like to receive ACRF email. (Includes Training Tracks Newsletter, training reminders and 
community  events or training of interest for resource families) 

 

Are you a foster parent?  YES  NO If YES, what is your Foster Home License #: ________________ 
 
If NO, please check one:  Pending Foster Parent  OCS  Birth Parent  Adoptive Parent 
 

 Residential Treatment Facility (License #: ___________)  Agency: _____________________________ 
 

 Other (please specify): _______________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING 
 
‘Please answer the following questions. These questions address information specifically stated in the self-study 
course. Please try to answer them first from what you remember from the course before referring back to the 
self-study materials. 
 
1. A lifebook is a _______________________________ of a child’s life story. (FILL IN THE BLANK.) 
 
 
2.  In a lifebook, it is important not to say too much about the birth parent. It is best to say something with 

no judgment such as “Your mother was sick” and leave it at that so that you don’t traumatize the child. 
 
_____ a. True 
_____ b. False 

 
 
3. Children often think that they are responsible for the separation from their birth family. It is called the 

power of ________________________________________________. (FILL IN THE BLANK.) 

 
 
4. One of the things a lifestory book can do is to provide a timeline or a chronology of a child’s life.  List 

three (3) other positive things a lifestory book can provide to a child. 
 

a.  __________________________________________________________________________________ 

b. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

c.  __________________________________________________________________________________ 
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5. Do lifestory books work better for children who have been adopted internationally or for children who 

have been adopted out of the foster care system? 
 

_____a.    Best for children who have been adopted internationally  
_____b.    Best children who have been adopted out of the foster care system 
_____c.    Best for children with mental health problems   
_____d.    Both a and b 
_____e.    Both b and c 

 
 
6. Name five (5) items that you could include in a lifestory book. 
 

a.  __________________________________________________________________________________ 

b. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

c.  __________________________________________________________________________________ 

d. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

e.  __________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
7. Several places in the self study say that as especially as children get older, a lifebook may be a means to 

helping a child develop a _____________________________________________ that helps them retain 

control over their story, maintain privacy and help them explain their placement. (FILL IN THE 

BLANK.) 

 
 
8. What of the following terms is considered positive adoption language in the self-study you have just 

read?  Circle the preferred term in each row. 
 

a. Birth parent, biological parents OR Real parent 

b. My child  OR My adopted child 

c. Made an adoption plan  OR Put up for adoption 

d. Gave up, given away OR Relinquished parent rights 

e. Illegitimate OR Born to unmarried parents 
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9. The lifestory book is a keepsake and an heirloom, therefore parents should take good care of it and 

allow only limited access to the child so that it can preserved throughout his childhood. 
 

_____ a.    True 
_____ b.    False 

 
 
10. Making copies of the lifestory book is a good idea in case children get upset and rip up the pages or the 

lifestory book gets lost when a child is moved. 
 

_____ a.    True 
_____ b.    False 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
FOR SCORING AND TRAINING CREDIT OF 2.0 HOURS, PLEASE RETURN THIS 
QUESTIONNAIRE TO: 
 

Alaska Center for Resource Families, 
815 Second Avenue, STE 202 

Fairbanks, Alaska  99701 
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