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Definition 

This area of work has a number of terms applied to different aspects of it, which are in fact 

quite distinct.  For the purpose of this directive the definitions are as follows: 

Direct work with children: this is face to face work by social workers with children, whether 

they are a child in need, on a protection plan or looked after.  It is used to engage with 

children and elicit their wishes and feelings using a range of methods which can include 

story books, family trees, and particular tools such as the three houses. 

Life story work with children: this is undertaken with children to help them to understand 

their past and the reasons they couldn’t remain within their birth family.  It will usually 

involve direct work by the social worker and can include even very young children if aimed 

at an age-appropriate level.  It is based on a relationship rather than simply completing a 

task.  

Life story book: all children with a plan for adoption or permanency away from birth family 

members should have a life story book.  It is an account of a child’s life using words, pictures 

and documents, that helps them to make sense of their past, enhances their self-esteem 

and provides a basis from which to talk with children about painful issues in their history.  

Later life letter: this should be provided to all adopted children.  It is a letter written to the 

child by their social worker that sets out all the reasons and actions leading to the decision 

for their adoption.  The letter should be given to the adopters by the time of the child’s 

second LAC review in their adoptive placement.  Unlike a life story book which is shared with 

the child’s at the time of their adoption the later life letter is shared with them by their 

adopters when the child is older. 

 

Why do life story work? 

Children who lose track of their past, through being separated from their birth families and 

having changes in homes, schools, and social workers, can find it difficult to make sense of 

the present.  They will struggle to have a secure sense of their own identity and this impacts 

upon their emotional and psychological development.  

Many looked after children have experienced chaotic lives and unreliable adults.  Having an 

adult who sees them regularly for life story work gives a clear message that the child is 

valued and this is their time.  
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Good life story work enables a child to be prepared for adoption and long-term fostering by 

helping them to understand why they haven’t been able to remain with their birth families, 

and are moving instead through foster care and into an adoptive family or long-term foster 

placement.  Being well prepared contributes towards a successful adoption or long-term 

foster placement.  The life story book is one of the outcomes of this work, and is a 

child-friendly tool which facilitates the adopters’ and foster carers’ early conversations with 

the child about their past experiences.  

 

Which children should we do life story work with? 

Life story work and its outcomes (life story books and later life letters) are usually associated 

with cases where children are being placed for adoption, and it is Standard 2 of The National 

Minimum Standards for Adoption (2014) that sets out the statutory requirement for the 

adoption agency to provide a child with a life story book and later life letter.  

 

In Sutton we believe that all looked after children with a plan for permanency away from 

their birth parents should receive life story work and the tools to support their current and 

future understanding of why they couldn’t remain in their care.  These should be provided 

as follows: 

Permanency plan for child Provision by social work team 

Adoption Life story work; life story book; later life 
letter 

Long term fostering Life story work; life story book 

 

When should life story work begin? 

Direct work with children is a precursor to life story work, and lays the foundation for the 

child’s basic understanding of why they have not been able to live at home.  Simple yet 

truthful explanations can even be given to children as young as two.  Although the desire 

may be to protect them from the harsh realities of their birth family’s situation, they have 

experienced this themselves first hand.  

With a child’s basic understanding of their situation in place the direct work can progress 

onto life story work.  A clear decision should be made about when this will start.  This will 

usually be at the review where it is agreed the permanence plan is adoption or long-term 

fostering.  The line manager should clarify with the social worker what direct work has been 

undertaken to date, and the themes to be addressed in the life story work in preparing the 

child for permanency away from their birth family.  Consideration should also be given to 
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the frequency with which this work will be undertaken, as the pace should be consistent 

with other processes underway, particularly the Court and Adoption Panel processes.  

How is life story work undertaken? 

When children are being placed for adoption their adoption social worker will be 

responsible for undertaking the work, as well as completing the life story book.  When 

children are in long-term foster care it will be their social worker in the Looked After 

Children (LAC) team or Children with Disabilities (CWD) team who will do this work.  

The social worker will take the lead, and adopters or long-term foster carers can work 

alongside so they are fully aware of its progress, and this will enable them to support the 

child between visits.  Thought should be given to the most suitable place for this work to 

take place due to the feelings it can provoke for the child, and it should never take place in 

their bedroom or involve using the child’s own toys.  

The process involves exploring and explaining events that have happened in a child’s life, as 

well as enabling them to express their thoughts and feelings.  This can be done using a range 

of tools and activities to help a child explore their life including play people, emoji stickers, 

drawing and crafts.  Children can often express in play what they can’t express in words. 

With the child’s permission, any information they share about their memories and feelings 

should be included in their life story book.  

Many looked after children have experienced significant losses in their lives and a large 

degree of emotional pain.  It is very important therefore that life story work is undertaken in 

a supportive and nurturing manner, and progresses at the child’s pace with no attempt to 

compel them to engage with a particular issue.  

Careful consideration should be given to life story work for children with a learning 

disability, and based upon an assessment of the child’s ability and level of understanding.  It 

will most likely involve others who know the child well and can support the work.  

 

Producing a life story book 

Life story books should be prepared by the social worker with the child and their long-term 

foster carers or adopters, once the child has had some time to settle.  This will usually be 

around the time of their second LAC review in their adoptive or long-term fostering 

placement.  It should be completed no later than ten days after the celebration hearing, or 

approval of the match with their long-term foster carers.  

Life story books should be hard-backed A4 ring-binders so that pages can be added or 

removed as appropriate, as the child gets older.  It is important that the narrative is 

balanced, presenting an honest account of the child’s life without under-playing the 

negatives or over-emphasising the positives.  The book should be child-centred, and without 

euphemisms that may mislead a child.  
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Older children should be encouraged to work alongside the social worker to produce their 

life story book.  This provides further opportunities to explore feelings and reinforce positive 

messages about the child.  

A child’s racial heritage may be quite complex, and where uncertainty about this remains it 

should be acknowledged within the book, with information provided about the various 

possibilities.  Research has shown that it should never be presumed a child is of white British 

origin, even though they may present as such.  

Good presentation is very important to reflect the value of the book for the child, and 

motivate them to read it and share it with others.  

● Always use clean paper 

● Drawings and photos should be mounted 

● Use good quality photocopies of important documents and photos, not the original 

● Have a balance of words and pictures 

● Keep a copy of it 

● Ensure all names are spelt correctly and there are no spelling mistakes throughout 

● Copies of all photos, other materials and the life story book itself should be uploaded 

to the child’s file 

Information to include in a life story book: 

● Family tree  

● Photos of where the child was born, and time of birth 

● Measurements at birth, and any hospital items e.g. identity tag 

● Dates if significant milestones e.g. first steps 

● Photos of parents, siblings, relatives, friends and foster carers.  It is important that 

there are not too many photos in the book as this may prevent the child wanting to 

read their story.  Additional photos should be kept separately so they can be 

accessed when the child is ready to do so.  

● Parents’ histories 

● The child’s views and memories 

● Photos of workers and their roles 

● School reports 

● Details of the court process and family finding 

● Information about key ceremonies e.g. baptism 

Any arts and crafts complete as part of the life story book can be kept in a separate memory 

box, as including them in the book can lead to their story becoming lost. 

 

Writing a later life letter 

The later life letter is written by the child’s adoption social worker.   It is aimed at the child 

being an older teenager and should give a clear and jargon-free account of why the child 
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was taken into care, and the actions and decisions that followed and led to them being 

adopted.   

The child is at the centre of the letter, and their original first name and surname should not 

be included.  The letter should include as much information about birth parents as possible, 

and refer to them by their names (and adopters as ‘your parents’).  Try to give a physical 

description of them, and details of their personalities, academic and employment histories. 

Include information about the child’s siblings and who cares for them.  Only use first names 

for all birth relatives, and no other identifying information.  

Include any information on contact between the child and their birth parents before they 

moved to their adopters’ care, and details of how any contact arrangements were decided 

whether direct or letter box.  

The adopters will be telling the child’s story and sharing the letter, so do involve them when 

writing it.  They may be willing for their thoughts and feelings during introductions and 

placement to be included.  

 

Who will do what in Sutton? 

All social workers for children who have come into care should be aware of the need for life 

story work to take place.  Any relevant information should be recorded on the child’s file, as 

parents may disengage further along the child’s care journey, making it harder to obtain 

once a Full Care Order has been granted. 

 

RAS, Locality Teams, Court Team Social Workers 

Social workers who are working with children after they first come into care, and through 

court proceedings will be responsible for gathering all key information about the parents 

and extended family, and photos of significant family members and foster carers.  They 

should also ensure photos of contact sessions are taken and dated. 

Examples of key information include: 

Details of birth weight, length, time and location of birth; 

Birth parents’ full names; 

Where the birth was registered; 

Reason for choosing the child’s name; 

Basic details of significant members of the birth family - ages, physical descriptions, ethnic 

and cultural information, religion, personalities, occupations, interests, talents. 

 

LAC Team and Children with Disabilities Team Managers 
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Where there is a care plan for long-term fostering managers will agree in supervision with 

social workers the plan for life story work and completion of the life story book, and oversee 

its progress through supervision. 

 

 

LAC Team and Children with Disabilities Team Social Workers 

LAC Team Social Workers will undertake life story work and complete life story books for 

children with a care plan for long term fostering. 

 

Adoption Team Managers 

Where there is a care plan for adoption managers will agree in supervision with social 

workers the plan for life story work and completion of the life story book, and oversee its 

progress through supervision. 

 

Adoption Team Social Workers 

Adoption Team Social Workers will undertake life story work and complete life story books 

and later life letters for children with a care plan for adoption. 

 

IROs 

IROs will be responsible for monitoring the progress of life story work through the LAC 

review process. 

 

 

Further reading: 

● Quick reference guide on life story work and life story books 

● Examples of later life letters can be found in Sutton’s online procedures: 

http://suttoncs.proceduresonline.com/chapters/g_later_life_lett.html?zoom_highlight=late

r+life+letter 
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