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Introduction – The Legal Framework 
 
The principles of the Children Act 1989, the Adoption Act 2002, the Fostering 
Services Regulations 2011 and the Adoption Agency Regulations 2005 
underpin direct work with children and young people including ‘Life Story Work’ 
(LSW).  NB* Life Story books are a statutory requirement for children whose 
permanence plan is adoption. 
 
What is Life Story Work (LSW)? 
 
Most looked after children have a profound experience of loss, separation, 
abuse or neglect and placement change.  LSW can help them make sense of 
their life journey, integrating their past into their present with the aim of enabling 
them to move into their future with a sense of identity, self-worth and continuity.   
It is an invaluable tool in helping them make sense of what has happened, and 
is happening to them.   With this in mind we expect that LSW should always be 
child led. 
 
LSW is more than creating a photograph album with identifying sentences 
giving dates, places and names for a looked after child with a care plan of 
adoption, long term fostering or PWP.   
 
There are three core elements to LSW. 
 

1. The creation of a written story that explains the reasons why the child 
can no longer live with their birth family.  Giving a realistic account of 
earlier events and dispelling any myths about birth family and help give 
the child and their adopters / carers an understanding of how earlier life 
events may continue to impact on behaviour, emotional wellbeing etc.   

2. The gathering of treasured objects from the past, which includes 
photographs and memento’s to be stored in a Memory Box. 

3. Providing information about their birth family and other significant 
relationships in their past and present life.  

 
The development of a life story book should be part of the outcome of LSW, to 
enable the child to refresh his or her memory of past events and people.  For 
those children in long term care, LSW should not be viewed as a one off piece 
of work, the initial work will provide a basis on which their continuing life journey 
can be added to.  
 

Who should complete Life Story Work? 
 
In Telford and Wrekin, we expect that LSW should be initiated, driven and 
coordinated by the child’s social worker and carried out in coordination with all 
the important people in the child’s life. In order to achieve a good outcome 
careful consideration must be given to: - 
 

1. Planning how the work will be undertaken. 
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2. Planning how to support the child and all those identified to be involved 
to contribute meaningfully. E.g. parents, carers 

3. Reading all the information about the child carefully and thoroughly. 
4. Collating the information and considering where appropriate with the 

child the best way to present it.  NB* information gathering for life story 
work can be part of statutory visits. 

 
Therapeutic LSW 
 
Although life story work is not therapy, it may be therapeutic and can be used 
to help a child in very difficult circumstances understand what is happening to 
them, express their feelings, contribute to decision making and share their story 
with their carer(s). 
 
For children who have complex needs supported by an SDQ score of 17+, 
therapeutic LSW is recommended to be undertaken by the Specialist LS 
Workers or an external therapist through a referral via the Non 
Accommodation Service Referral Form on Protocol.  Social Workers can 
consult with the Specialist LS Workers for advice and guidance. 
 
Specialist LS Workers will: - 
 

1. Help in the preparation of children in long term care who change 
placements. 

2. Contribute to sibling assessments 
3. Provide consultation and training for social workers and foster carers in 

respect of life story work, preparation for adoption and later life letters. 
4. Help in the preparation of older children / older siblings for adoption. 

 
When should LSW begin? 
 
In Telford and Wrekin we think LSW at the point when there is a clear indication 
that a child will become Looked After, particularly where due to previous history 
a care plan of permanence outside birth family is likely.  NB* Gathering 
information retrospectively is more difficult and time consuming than if done at 
the time.  Gathering information and photographs during the assessment 
process, visits and post birth during contact will avoid difficulties later should 
birth parents disengage. 
 
LSW will be formally considered at the Initial LAC Review and a decision will 
be made as to when the work should commence and whether therapeutic LSW 
should be considered.  Progress should be discussed at subsequent Reviews.  
The timing of when to start LSW must be child led to be effective. 
 
Discussions relating to LSW should be recorded on Protocol under the “life 
story” tab by the allocated social worker.  In Planning LSW the allocated social 
worker will draw up a Work Plan to include the proposed frequency of meetings, 
content and duration which should also be uploaded to Protocol.  
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It is recommended that a weekly meeting should take place for the first 8-10 
weeks (not including preparation time).  NB* this will have considerable time 
implications, so should be carefully planned to ensure all other social work tasks 
can be achieved. 
 
Life Story Work with Children under 5 years 
 
Children under the age of 5 need to have a very basic understanding of what 
has happened to them.  LSW needs to be completed in a sensitive and simple 
format to give the child a sense of identity and provide understanding of why 
they were removed from the care of their parents.  
 
Life Story with Children age 5 – 11 years 
 
From the age of 5, children are beginning to develop an awareness and 
understanding of what has happened to them and they may need more in depth 
work undertaken with them.    
 
Time needs to be taken to give the child the understanding of how their past 
should be introduced to them.  This could be by using a variety of tools e.g. 
time lines recorded on wall paper charting positive and negative events which 
can be included in their life story books. 
 
Some children will be ready to talk, discuss and listen at this age, but others 
will not be ready.  Where a child is not ready to explore their past they should 
not be forced to; however, this should be subject to regular review. 
 
Children of Secondary School Age 11 – 16 years 
 
At this age most children have a better understanding and start to ask specific 
questions about why they are in care.  Young people need to be talked to more 
openly, but with care in relation to their maturity and emotional development 
they need to be worked with in an appropriate and constructive way that best 
suits them.   
 
Young People Leaving Care 16+ 
 
Young people often request to see their files when they leave care to gain an 
understanding of why they did not always live with their birth parents. 
 
It is important that whenever a child’s case is transferred to another team and 
at the end of their period in care, a check is made about who has the life story 
information and where it is.  A note must be recorded on the child’s file to this 
effect.  For care leavers not yet receptive to receiving information about their 
past, a letter should be sent to them and a copy held on file acknowledging this 
fact.  There should be a clear note on file advising who is best placed to discuss 
life story work with the young person if it is requested at a future date. 
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Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children (UASC) 
 
UASC who become looked after, have often had a traumatic journey from a 
frightening reality in their home countries.  Not only will they have a cultural 
barrier to deal with they have to learn to trust people and manage the memories 
and feelings they have brought with them.  They are likely to be feeling afraid, 
vulnerable and confused.  For these children and young people LSW can be 
extremely beneficial in helping them to overcome some of their life experiences 
and in helping to develop a positive self-esteem.  Obtaining a good interpreter 
is key in this process but it is equally important to complete LSW through non-
verbal communication such as drawings and photographs. 
 
Recording and Maintaining Life Story Work 
 
LSW can be undertaken in a variety of formats and careful consideration must 
be given to how it is presented.  It should also be considered when there are 
significant changes for the child which are likely to have an emotional impact; 
i.e. change of placement, school, social worker etc. 
 
Depending on the age of the child, he or she may wish to be included in deciding 
how they want their LSW to look.  Including the child will more likely engage 
and motivate them to want to read their story and show it to others. 
 
Some ideas for what materials are needed: - 
 

1. A loose leaf folder to hold all the information gathered. 
2. Clean paper 
3. Pens, pencils, rubber, ruler, crayons, glue etc. 
4. Camera  
5. Mounting paper 
6. If using photocopies, ensure it is a good quality copy – do not use 

originals if making a life story book. 
7. Balance words and pictures / drawings / emoji’s. 
8. If using pictures, ensure they are dated, say who specifically is in the 

picture and the occasion so that they are meaningful to the child. 
9. If there are a lot of pictures, a decision will be required as to whether a 

photo album should be compiled alongside the life story work. 
10. A decision is required as to where the work should be stored until it is 

completed.  
11. Good practice dictates that there should be 2 copies of the completed 

work, one for the child and one for their carer, wherever they are placed. 
12. A copy of the completed LSW should be stored on the child’s 

electronic file. 
 
What to include in Life Story Book 
 
NB* Always consider the child’s cultural heritage, religion and or disabilities 
when undertaking life story work. 
 

1. Family tree – back three generations if possible 
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2. Photograph of the hospital where the child was born (for younger 
children a clock showing the time) 

3. Weight, length, head circumference at birth, Anecdotal information in 
regards to the events at the child’s birth using words from birth parents 
where possible 

4. The reason the child was named with meaning if known 
5. Careful consideration needs to be given to the inclusion of a birth 

certificate.  This may be suitable for children remaining in long term care 
but may not be appropriate for a child who is being adopted. 

6. Any items from the hospital e.g. identify tag 
7. Dates of first smile, sounds, words, tooth, steps etc. 
8. Photograph of parents 
9. Photograph and map of places where the child lived 
10. Photographs of relatives 
11. Photographs of friends 
12. The story of the child’s journey into care and adoption (where applicable) 
13. Parents’ stories 
14. Details of siblings 
15. The child’s views and memories 
16. Photographs of workers and their roles 
17. The story of the court process 
18. Photographs of carers, including anecdotal memories using the carers 

own words about the child.  
19. Social Workers, current and previous anecdotes about the child in their 

own words 
20. Favourite foods, likes and dislikes. 

 
Memory Boxes 
 
Memory boxes are a means of keeping all items, whether important, 
sentimental or trivial together that are particularly meaningful for the child or 
young person including photographs, certificates of achievements and special 
items which all help them remember events they consider to be important, build 
self-worth and gives them a sense of belonging.  The memory box must be 
passed on to any other placement that the child goes to.     
 
Carers should be encouraged to take a photograph of all the items in the 
memory box in case an item is misplaced or destroyed.  
 
Post Completion – Using the Book 
 
Children need truthful and honest explanations that they can understand – that 
means using language they know.  It is important that: - 
 

1. Questions are answered as honestly as possible. 
2. Admit when we don’t know the answer and offer to try and find out (rather 

than making something up). 
3. Children must be helped to accept that not everything can be explained 

or understood. 
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4. Information should be given sensitively and honestly – protection and 
evasion leads to confusion and fear. 

5. Children are helped to realise which feelings are healthy and acceptable 
by adults discussing their own feelings frankly.  If feelings are ignored, 
children get the message that to express them is wrong and bottling 
them up can lead to negative behaviour like aggression or withdrawal. 

6. Never pretend abusive / bad relationships did not exist in the child’s birth 
family. 

 

Resources / Useful Links 
 
 
http://www.lifestoryworks.org/Life_Story_Works/HOME.html 
 
https://www.dcp.wa.gov.au/ChildrenInCare/AllAboutBeingInCare/Documents/
MyLifeStoryBook.pdf 
 
http://www.socialworkerstoolbox.com/life-story-book-templates-examples/ 
 
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/services-children-families/life-story-work/ 
 
http://www.lifestoryworks.org/Life_Story_Works/TEMPLATES_DOCUMENTS.
html  
 
http://www.lifestoryworks.org/Life_Story_Works/LIFE_STORY_BOOK.html  
 
https://corambaaf.org.uk/bookshop/resources-direct-work-children 
 
http://www.fosterline.info/the-importance-of-life-story-work/  
 
http://thejoyoflifework.comwww.socialworkerstoolbox.com/lifestory-book-
templates-examples 
  
https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2017/06/05/tips-undertaking-life-story-work/  
 
http://www.lifestoryworks.org/Life_Story_Works/THE_REASONS_WHY.html  

http://www.lifestoryworks.org/Life_Story_Works/HOME.html
https://www.dcp.wa.gov.au/ChildrenInCare/AllAboutBeingInCare/Documents/MyLifeStoryBook.pdf
https://www.dcp.wa.gov.au/ChildrenInCare/AllAboutBeingInCare/Documents/MyLifeStoryBook.pdf
http://www.socialworkerstoolbox.com/life-story-book-templates-examples/
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/services-children-families/life-story-work/
http://www.lifestoryworks.org/Life_Story_Works/TEMPLATES_DOCUMENTS.html
http://www.lifestoryworks.org/Life_Story_Works/TEMPLATES_DOCUMENTS.html
http://www.lifestoryworks.org/Life_Story_Works/LIFE_STORY_BOOK.html
https://corambaaf.org.uk/bookshop/resources-direct-work-children
http://www.fosterline.info/the-importance-of-life-story-work/
http://thejoyoflifework.com/
http://thejoyoflifework.com/
http://www.socialworkerstoolbox.com/lifestory-book-templates-examples
https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2017/06/05/tips-undertaking-life-story-work/
http://www.lifestoryworks.org/Life_Story_Works/THE_REASONS_WHY.html

