MAKING A LIFEBOOK
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WHAT IS A LIFEBOOK?

A lifebook is a special type of memory book for adopted children.  It is the story of the child’s entire life from the beginning to the present, including information about birthparents, any prenatal ultrasounds, his or her birth, and what happened before the adoption, and “gotcha day” as well as the official adoption day.  Then, like other memory books, it depicts the events and achievements in the child’s life.  It usually contains photographs and pictures, accompanied by simple brief text.  It may be elaborate, with documents and mementos included, or a simple first story for toddlers.  It often includes contributions by the adopted child.

WHY SHOULD WE MAKE A LIFEBOOK?
Adoption experts consider the lifebook an essential tool for helping adopted children understand and accept their own history, and for building a positive sense of their own identity and self-esteem.  Young children need to be reassured that they grew in a woman’s uterus, and were born, just like everyone else.  If their story begins with the arrival on the plane, or the meeting with the new parents, they may imagine that somehow the plane gave birth to them, or that they came to life in an orphanage crib.  Older children need as much information as possible about their birth family to satisfy their need to know.  A lifebook also helps parents come to terms with the fact that their child has birthparents, and a life before adoption, with foster parents, or in an orphanage.  Adopted children need to know that their parents accept this part of their children’s lives, and are comfortable with it.  So both child and parent benefit by making a lifebook together, and reading it together. 

HOW DO I MAKE A LIFEBOOK?
A life book should be the type of album that can have pages added and taken out.  You may need to add or replace pages to the beginning, as the child grows older and understands about birthparents, and you will keep on adding pages as events in the child’s life take place.  Pages containing private, sensitive information can be removed when the book is shown to others, as at Show and Tell at school.  Use plastic page protectors so that your child can handle it without damaging the pages.  A smaller album is good for the simple story needed by a toddler.

There are endless ways to decorate the pages, with colored or picture sheets, thematic stickers, paper cutouts, mementos, trimming the photographs in various ways.  As your child grows old enough, involve him or her in decorating the pages, and then writing his or her own story.

WHAT IF WE HAVE NO INFORMATION ABOUT THE BIRTHPARENTS?

Some internationally adopted children will have no information in their paperwork about their birthparents.  It is still important for them to know that they had birthparents and were born in the usual way.  In this situation, tell the probable story, and use pictures of the child’s country, or draw pictures of parents and a newborn.  Adoption experts recommend using the generic phrase “ they were not able to take care of any baby at that time” to explain the reason for abandonment to young children.  Be sure to describe the time with the foster family, or in the orphanage, and use positive language.  Try to obtain photographs etc of this period in the child’s life, even if only general pictures of the outside of the orphanage, a group of caregivers, etc. Experts also recommend that you emphasize the child’s cultural heritage, when that is virtually all you know about his or her early life.  So you might begin, “Emily was born in China” and have a Chinese scene on that page.

WHAT’S WRONG WITH HAVING A FAMILY STORY, OR A BOOK ABOUT THE ADOPTION JOURNEY?

Some adoption experts recommend preparing a memory book about the whole family, starting with the birth of the adoptive parents, and incorporating the adopted child as an integral part of the family’s history.  This helps the adopted child in building a strong sense of claiming and belonging.  Also any families like to make a memory book of the entire adoption process, starting with the decision to adopt, and culminating in the adoption journey and the triumphant return home.  These are both important and worthwhile projects, but they present the child’s adoption from the parents’ point of view, and usually omit the child’s life up to adoption day.  So there is still a need for the lifebook.

WHAT ABOUT MY BIOLOGICAL CHILD?

Your birthchild may feel that adopted sibling’s lifebook indicates that you consider the latter more special and important than him or her.  You can minimize feelings of jealousy and inferiority by making a memory book for every child in the family.

PAGE  
1

