Explaining Life Journey Work to children and young people 
 
Everyone is on a journey in their life from the day they are born. All children need help to understand their early Life Journeys. Where children do not live with their birth families, they often need extra help to fill in the gaps, in what they know and can remember. 
 
Life Journey Work involves helping make sense of the past and present (the here and now) and can involve looking to plans for the future. 
 
All Life Journeys are different: 
 
· Some have lots of moves and different people involved along the way 
· Some can be sad, when people have difficult times 
· Most are a mixture of sad and happy, boring and exciting 
· Everyone’s Life Journey is important 
 
Life Journey Work can be done in so many ways, such as through play, arts and craft, using tablets and the internet, looking through photographs and telling the Child’s own story. Life Journey Work should never be boring, it can often be fun, but can sometimes be challenging.  
 
Life Journey Work should go at the Child’s pace and should never be forced. 
Children should be afforded a safe space to opt in or out of discussions, please see ‘Ensuring the Child has a ‘safe place’ when undertaking Life Journey Work’, this is within this document.  
 
 
 
 	 
The importance of P.A.C.E in helping children to understand their Life Journey 
P.A.C.E has been developed as a way of positively engaging with children. It requires adults to engage with children in a particular way, being playful, accepting, curious and empathic. This brief overview was adapted from information taken from the Dyadic Developmental Psychotherapy Network and Dan Hughes. For more comprehensive information and guidance see website: https://ddpnetwork.org/about-ddp/meant-pace/                     
P = Playfulness Play is vital to child development, physically, emotionally, socially and intellectually.  
Tip: Keep your tone light with no discernible change between lighter topics and harder ones. Look for opportunities to incorporate play and storytelling, as age appropriate. 
A = Acceptance  It is important in Life Journey Work to allow children time to reflect on their emotions, wishes and feelings without judgment or without the adult seeking to fix or to minimise.  
Tip: Try not to rush in to reassure too soon. Listen to children and show acceptance of their feelings. 
C = Curiosity this involves reflecting with children on their emotions, wishes and feelings, in a non-judgmental and playful way.    
Tip: It is important to use the question “Why?” with some caution, as this may lead to children feeling pressured to provide an answer, in many cases the child may actually not know. Where appropriate start the dialogue for children, pondering about how they might feel, or what it might have felt to have experienced a specific event. Allow children time to respond.  
E = Empathy this is about putting yourself in somebody else’s shoes, whilst recognising that situations and circumstances can be experienced differently. Empathy requires the adult to tune into the child’s wishes and feelings, offering comfort and support, so that the child does not feel alone.  
Tip: It is important to keep your own feelings in check and try not to become overwhelmed when talking with children. Enlist support for yourself and look after your own well-being.  
  
 	 
Talking to Your Children about Adoption  
Top 10 Tips for Adopters  
1. Tell the truth and tell it often! 
Begin talking with your children about their birthparents and adoption even before they can talk. The story will help provide a solid sense of identity. Children deserve the truth, and are remarkably able to cope with its implications. Of course, you should always keep in mind the next point. 
 
2. Be age appropriate.  
Although it is obvious to adults, young children often believe that they are either adopted or born. It is important, when telling them about their adoption, to help them understand that they were born first — and that all children, adopted or not—are conceived and born in the same way. The birth came first, then the adoption. Keep in mind both your child’s physical and emotional age. Waiting until adolescence to reveal a child’s adoption to him or her is not recommended. Disclosure at that time can be devastating to children’s selfesteem and to their faith in their parents. 
 
3. Do not wait until they ask! 
It takes a lot of courage to ask hard questions. If your child comes to you with a tough question, he or she has probably thought about it a long time before working up the nerve to ask. A good rule of thumb is that if you think your child will say, “I remember the day my parents told me…” about a particular adoption issue, you have waited too long. Provide your children the answers before they ask. 
 
4. Show your child that their birth family are on your mind too.  
You can use a “birth family candle.” Whenever the child thinks lot about birth families and wondering where and how they are they can light the candle. You and your family can do the same. Accepting and honouring birthparents is accepting and honouring the child. 
 
5. Use life story books, later life letters and letter box contact.  
Different from a scrapbook, a life story book is your child’s adoption story told in words and pictures. It helps the child and the parents talk about adoption and keep the facts straight. Use later life letters and letter box contact to talk with your child about their history 
 
6. Be aware of possible trigger  
Birthdays, Mother’s Day, Father’s Day and school projects (family trees, for example, or an assignment to bring baby pictures from home) are occasions that might be difficult for adopted children. Be alert to how your child is feeling and behaving. But remember, these events do not trigger questions or concerns for every child, every time. And other events you don’t anticipate might be trigger points for your child. 
 
7. Read adoption books to your child.  
Adoption books can be a means to help children understand adoption and process their emotions. There are many age-appropriate books to assist children in expressing their feelings. Because adoption is a life-long process, revisiting it at different developmental stages and finding age appropriate books is important. Additionally, reading to your child is an excellent activity to help promote bonding and attachment. 
 
8. Be aware of eye contact when talking about sensitive issues.  
Some children and adults alike are more likely to talk about sensitive issues when they aren’t making eye contact. Go for a drive or braid your child’s hair. Take advantage of this principle of human nature; you might have a more in-depth conversation. 
 
9. Teach your child how to respond to questions about adoption.  
Talk with your child about how he or she might respond to comments like, “At least my mother wanted me.” You will be providing the tools to handle awkward or hurtful situations and to educate others. This empowers children and helps them feel proud of their adoption expertise. 
Remember it is their story, too. Ask your children how they feel about adoption questions they hear from strangers, friends or family members. How would they like you to respond? Your child might be more private than you are about adoption. Your child might be more outgoing, wanting to chat about adoption at every chance. Respecting and honouring these differences will help your child take ownership of his or her story. 
 
10. Support groups for your adopted child.  
You can’t be all things to your child at all times. Therefore, it’s important for children to have other people in their lives with whom they are comfortable talking about adoption.  
 

 Telling children difficult information 
Life Journey conversations should be part of everyday life for children and Life Journey materials should be available to support Adopters in talking to their child. It is not always easy determining when is right to talk about difficult information, though there is much to suggest that it is better to share information incrementally, as age appropriate and to start early, please see the document included in this folder which will help with explaining various topics.
For young children parallel stories can be particularly helpful, these are stories reflect the experiences of the child but from another characters perspective. There are many useful children’s story books available. Margot Sunderland has a number of excellent books as has Sarah Naish  
Of course, you could write your own story that reflects the child’s situation. Please see ‘An example of a parallel story’ within this toolkit. 
When planning how to share difficult information it is important to do the following: 
1) Prepare and plan what you will say. If you are a professional, ensure you do this in conjunction with the Child’s Foster Carers or Adopters. Preparation is not always possible. If the Child asks you something that you feel unprepared to answer, it is generally fine to say that you are unsure, but will find out and let the Child know (so long as you do so), rather than to give a reply that is ill thought out. 
 
2) Read ‘The importance of P.A.C.E in helping children to understand their Life Journey’, you will find this within the toolkit. This approach is invaluable in sensitively supporting children to process information.  
 
3) Check the sources of the difficult information. Is it reliable? Are the ‘facts’ subject to interpretation? It may still be important to share this information with the Child, but to do so in a way that presents it as ‘that person’s point of view’, which may or may not be accurate, rather than as a ‘fact’.  
 
4) Consider the Child’s current emotional functioning. It is better not to share difficult information at a time where a child is feeling particularly vulnerable.   For this reason, waiting until the transition to High School to tell difficult information is generally problematic, earlier is usually better.  
 
5) Where information is especially difficult to share, you may wish to consult a member of the Adoption Team or a Psychologist for guidance.  
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