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A Guide to Telling Children &
Young People Difficult Information

This booklet will try and explain topics that are hard to understand for children and young people who have experienced trauma








PART 1: THE PEOPLE AROUND THE CHILD AND WHAT DO THEY DO?
 Who are these people? 
Children need help to understand who the different people in their lives are, they come across numerous professionals as well as birth family members, foster carers and adoptive family members. 
Who are Birth Parents? 
Birth parents are the people who made you.  Everyone has a birth mother and birth father, even if they don’t see them or live with them.
A birth mother is the person who carries you in their tummy for 9 months and then brings you
into the world.
Who are Foster Carers? 
Foster Carers look after Children and Young People when they can’t live with their birth family.
They care for them and keep them safe from harm in their own warm, friendly, family home. Sometimes, foster carers look after children for a short period of time and other times, for long periods of time.
Who are Adoptive Parents? 
Adoptive parents are people who wanted to have children as part of their family and become the children’s new mum and dad. They look after them, love them and keep them safe until they are all grown up.



	 







Do you know what these people do?
Children may not always understand or remember the roles of different professionals in their lives.
Social Workers 
Social Workers are very clever professionals, a bit like teachers and nurses. They are employed to help and support families, making sure that children are kept safe.  They  visit children in their homes or at school, so they can learn all about how the children are being cared for. If children are not kept safe by their own families, social workers have to speak to the Judge so decisions can be made as to where the children should live.
The Judge 
Judges work in Courts, they listen to parents, children, social workers and everyone involved with the family.  Then they think about all the things a child needs to be safe and happy and to grow up healthy and strong before they decide where the best place for the children to live would be. Only a Judge can decide that a child should no longer live with their parents. 
Court 
The Court is a place where the Social Workers, Birth parents and the Court Guardian go to meet the Judge.  They all talk and think about what is best for the child, but eventually it is the Judge who decide what will happen to make things better for the children. 	
Children’s Guardian 
The court appoints a Guardian to each child.  Their job is to talk to everybody involved and make sure the Judge knows what the child needs and wants.  If the child is old enough to talk, the Guardian will ask them where they want to live and why.  Sometimes children want something that isn’t safe but it’s the grownup’s job to decide the best way to keep them safe. 


PART 2: WHAT CHILDREN NEED FROM GROWN UPS:

Children need lots of different things from their parents so that they can grow up to be big and strong and happy inside. 
Bringing up children is like building a wall. To make tall, strong walls you need a very good foundation and then, using just the right amount of cement, you carefully lay all the different bricks on top. 
The cement is like the love that holds everything together and makes the walls strong.  Children need love but they also need lots of different kinds of caring to help them grow properly and they need to be cared for by grownups who can make sure that children are happy, healthy and safe.

Some of the things that children need from their parents are: good healthy food, a warm clean house, clean clothes, nice bedroom, lots of exercise and toys.  They also need to be kept safe from danger or harm, like getting burnt on hot drinks or running across a busy road.  This is called ‘physical care’. 
The other things are harder to think about.  Children need lots of hugs and kisses, to be told they are nice and clever, they need their parents to help them learn new things, to learn to do things on their own safely, to be played with and to have nice times with their family. Children need their parents to make rules for them and help them learn and follow these rules.
Children need their parents to know and understand what they need so they can give it to them all the time, whenever it is needed.  This is called ‘emotional care’. 
ALL babies, toddlers and children need predictable routines. This will help them know where they are, and what they are doing and makes them feel safe.  This means they need to do everyday things like eating, getting dressed, going to nursery or school and sleeping, the same way at the same time and with the same people.  This helps children know where they are and what they are doing. 
It means they know that the grown-ups have time to look after them when they are awake and asleep.  Remember, if children don’t feel safe, or are not sure what will happen when they are awake or asleep, they get worried and scared. 
Sometimes parents cannot do all of the things needed to look after and care for their babies and children, even with all the help from lots of other people.  One of the hardest jobs in the world is to be a parent! 

PART 3: WHEN CHILDREN ARE HURT OR NOT LOOKED AFTER

Sometimes when children get hurt, the effects of this can last a long, long time. It’s not the kind of hurt that happens if you have an accident, for example, falling off your bike or scraping your knee or bumping your head.  It’s a different kind of hurt that grown-ups call ‘Abuse’. 
Abuse is the kind of hurt that should not happen to children, young people or grown-ups and grown-ups know this kind of hurt is wrong. 
Lets try to explain - 
There are different ways that can describe children getting hurt or ‘abused’ and these are known as; Physical abuse, Emotional abuse, Sexual abuse and Neglect. 

ABUSE 

Emotional Abuse

This is the persistent psychological ill treatment or neglect of a child. It can cause adverse effects on the child's development and be profoundly damaging to self esteem. Examples of emotional abuse are: making the child feel worthless, having unrealistic developmental expectations, preventing normal social activity, serious bullying, seeing the ill-treatment of another person, making a child feel frightened, exploitation of a child or corruption. Some level of emotional abuse is involved in all types of child abuse.
How to explain to a child:
“Sometimes it was hard for your birth parents to think about how things they said and did would make you feel. They didn’t always feel very happy about themselves and it sometimes made them feel better to be unkind to you and hurt your feelings. This is not right and was not fair of them. Children deserve to have parents who can make them feel good about themselves, not sad.”

Neglect

Neglect can be described as the persistent failure to meet a child's basic physical or psychological needs in a way that is likely to significantly impair the child's health or development. For example: not providing food or shelter; inadequate protection from danger; not accessing medical care/keeping appointments; not ensuring a child’s school attendance. For most looked after children, neglect was a primary concern.

Neglect can mean many things including:

Being left at home alone or with other young siblings.
Not being washed or bathed regularly.
Not being stimulated e.g. being left in the buggy or cot for long periods or being restrained in this way in front of the television.
A lack of toys or adult stimulation
Ignoring the child’s need for physical affection (cuddles, reassurance)
Having no fixed routines or mealtimes, bedtimes etc
Not being kept safe or protected from people/things that might hurt them.

Your child’s neglect will be unique to the child. Sometimes it is good to get the particular examples of it from the Child Permanency Report or case files and then put them in to child friendly, age appropriate language. Poverty can play its part in neglect so it is worth explaining if money features as an issue in their particular history that benefits are not easy to live on and, if appropriate, that drug or alcohol addiction is expensive, leaving little money for anything else.
How to explain neglect to a child:
“Your birth parents did not have enough money for food as they had spent it on other things to make themselves happy so you were sometimes found by neighbours looking in the bins of your flats and picking food up off the pavements that other people had dropped. Sometimes your neighbour felt sorry for you and your brother and gave you something to eat.

Sometimes parents don’t look after their children properly. They sometimes don’t know how to and have had nobody to teach them how to do it right. Maybe your birth parents had parents who did not look after them very well, as well.  Being a parent is a difficult job with lots of things to remember to do every day to make sure children grow up to be strong, healthy, safe and happy.  “

 Physical Abuse (Non Accidental Injury)

Involves physical harm to the child such as hitting, shaking, burning, smacking, poisoning or causing suffocation. Includes fabricated illness/fictitious illness.

How to explain it to a child:
“Sometimes your birth parents would get very angry. They were not very good at being grown up when they had angry feelings. One day when you were only [age] your birth mother hit you very hard. You were very badly hurt. It was very frightening for you and Social Workers got to hear that this had happened. Although your birth mother did not mean to hurt you and still loves you very much, the helping grown ups didn’t feel it was safe for you to stay with your birth mother. Babies and childrenneed to be looked after carefully as they can’t look after themselves.

You can ask the child: ‘What do babies need to be able to grow up to be safe, happy and healthy?’ Child may need to be prompted to cover these areas - to be fed, to have their nappies changed, to be washed, to be put to bed, to be comforted when they cry etc. Be sure to include the non-functional aspects of parenting such as play and physical affection. This can help to explain that love is not enough... children need lots of consistent care giving from their parents.

You can talk about all the things that were difficult in the birth parent’s life. For example:  ‘Your birth mother did not have very many friends or family around to help her with being a parent so she didn’t have anyone to ask when she wasn’t sure what to do.’
OR:
‘Sometimes birth mothers get very tired and upset as well. Sometimes birth parents think that the children are crying or shouting or breaking their toys just to annoy them. Then they get angry when really it can be that the children need their nappies changed, or are hungry or want a cuddle. All babies cry sometimes. It’s their way of letting their grown ups know something is wrong. Some parents don’t understand their children well enough to work out why they might be crying. “
OR
“It might be that your birth parents had been hurt as children themselves and that meant that they never learnt how to care for their own children without hurting them.”

Rape/Child SexuaL Abuse

The child may eventually be going to read or learn that either their birth father has raped a woman/women or that they themselves have been a product of rape. The child may be a product of rape and if it has not been proven in court then it becomes alleged rape. It is important to note that unfounded allegations are the exception rather than the rule so discrediting the birth mother’s account may not be helpful.

The issue of not knowing who the birth father is and only that he is alleged to have raped the mother is emotionally very laden for all involved. Please see section on unknown fathers.

Discussion of rape for a child under ten would need to come in the context of the child’s understanding of how babies are made and what sex is. This will differ widely between families and between children depending on: the child’s interest in the topic; if he is the oldest or youngest in the family; his level of understanding and developmental stage; whether the child has had any sex education in school; cultural norms.

The legal definition of rape is that a man has entered his penis into a vagina without consent and involves the threat of violence. 
How to explain to the child:
“Usually when a man and a woman have sex with each other they do it because they enjoy it and love each other. Sometimes babies are made and then born because a man and a woman have had sex.

When a man makes a woman have sex with him when she doesn’t want to, perhaps by being mean to her and making her scared, it is called rape. The woman did not want him to put his penis in her vagina. This is very wrong and it is against the law which means the man could go to prison for it. It can makes the woman feel angry or sad and it can hurt her very much. 

Sometimes a baby is made and then is born after a man rapes a woman. These babies grow just the same as any other baby. It is not the woman or the baby’s fault that the baby was made this way.”

Sexual Abuse- context sex and sexual awareness

Sexual abuse is when a child or young person is pressurized, forced or tricked into taking part in any kind of sexual activity with an adult or other young person. This can involve rape or any other act without the consent of the other party. This  is termed ‘sexual assault’ and would include anal penetration by penis or object, unwanted kissing, fondling, viewing of sex through pornography or in reality. It is illegal.

If sexual abuse occurs within the close family [grandparent/parent to child or sibling to sibling] it is called incest which is also a crime. Incest is sexual contact between people commonly regarded as too closely related to marry. 



How to explain to the child:
“Sometimes adults touch children in ways they shouldn’t on their private places. It is fine for parents and some other grown ups that look after children to give children a hug, help them get their clothes on and, when they are very little, to wash their bodies for them or change their nappy.

It is not all right to touch children’s private parts when you are not washing them or changing nappies or putting cream on them if they are sore. Adults who get good feelings from touching children’s private parts and getting children to touch their private parts are not being fair on the children. They are breaking the law and they can be called paedophiles. If a judge and the police are sure that the adult has done this to a child they may be sent to prison. 

The children who have been touched or have touched the adult have done nothing wrong. Sometimes it can be very scary for children who are touched by adults and they can feel dirty or ashamed about what has happened. Sometimes adults who do this are good at making it feel nice for the children. Sometimes they give children sweets, money or special treats for doing what they ask. Adults who do this are using the fact they are bigger and more powerful than children to control them.

These adults often don’t understand how to love people and sometimes they think what they are doing is all right. They want it to be kept a secret because they always know that other adults would not think it was all right. Children do not deserve to be touched by adults in this way and it is very important that they get help to talk about it and to make it stop happening. Children are very brave to tell.”

PART 4: WHEN PARENTS ARE UNWELL OR STRUGGLING


MENTAL HEALTH ISSUES

Mental Ill Health

How to explain to the child:
“If your birth mother has mental health problems, it can mean that she isn’t very well. Even though there is no part of her body that hurts or looks painful, her illness is in her mind not her body. Sometimes because of this she can seem strange to other people and it can be hard for her to look after children or to look after herself. She might behave differently if she becomes mentally ill.”

Different mental health illnesses :

Anxiety

Irritability
Tension in body and face
Worry
Panic attacks are part of anxiety 
Heart beating fast, shortness of breath, racing thoughts.

How to explain to the child:

“Your birth mother used to get anxious. This means that she would feel very frightened and nervous much the time. (Check out that the child understands the meaning of nervous and explain that everyone feels nervous sometimes). When she felt this way, it stopped her from doing lots of things that children need their mummies to do. She didn’t want to talk to people. She didn’t want to visit playgrounds and parks with you. She often didn’t want to go outside. “






Bi Polar Disorder [Manic Depression]

This has the symptoms of depression but it also encompasses highs where the person affected feels s/he is invisible. People can feel they don’t need to sleep or eat. They can be very creative - write or paint for hours on end. However it doesn’t last. Sometimes they lose touch with reality and think they don’t need to be careful - can cross roads dangerously or they may not be able to pick up on other people’s needs and children’s needs.  This is usually a life long condition that needs medication to control. Nobody knows what causes it but it is thought to be a combination of genetic predisposition and environmental factors.

How to explain to the child:
“This illness meant that your birth mother could be very excited and full of energy some the time. She may not have thought she needed to sleep. She may not have been able to look after you properly because of all the things she felt she had to do. Usually the things your birth mother wanted to do were not really so important, but her illness made them seem really important to her at the time. At other times your birth mother would feel very fed up and sad. She would find it hard to get out of bed and do all the things her children needed her to do, like make dinner and take them to school. 


It can sometimes feel very frightening and confusing for children when they’re not sure whether their parent is going to be very, very happy or very, very sad. You didn’t always know what was going to happen next. You wondered whether your birth mother would remember that you needed to go to school or if she would get cross with you or your teachers. There was a lot for you to worry about.”

Depression

A depressed parent may be unable to respond to or engage in her child’s world. She might not feel positive emotion and might be unable to show affection.  It can mean she is very quiet or silence. (Remember that everybody is quiet sometimes when you explain this aspect). A depressed person may stare blankly at things and not ‘see’ them e.g. the TV. S/he may be in his or her own world of negative thoughts and out of touch with what’s going on around them. These thoughts could be sad or angry ones that might be turned in on the person thinking them, gathering force in their intensity.

Depression may lead to a failure in initiating activity e.g. helping the child with homework or inviting friends round or deciding to go to park/play centre. Depression can be temporary and can be relieved by therapy or course of anti depressants.

How to explain to the child:
“Depression is an illness that grown- ups sometimes can get. People who are depressed often feel sad about their life and don’t have any energy. It can make people not want to get up in the mornings and not see the point in doing anything. Sometimes it stops people from wanting to talk to other people because they feel too sad to bother. There are lots of different reasons why parents might feel this way and the doctors can give them medicine or talk to them to help them feel better. One thing is for sure, it is never a child’s fault that his birth parents get depressed and it certainly wasn’t your fault.”

Schizophrenia

This is an enduring severe mental health difficulty.  Sufferers might see or hear things that are not there. It can be very frightening hearing voices telling you to do things. These symptoms can subside if people take the right medication. However sometimes sufferers don’t like the side effects of anti-psychotic medication which can include sleepiness, weight gain and a feeling they have lost the spark that makes them who they are.

This is a life- long condition that can be controlled with medication. According to the National Institute of Clinical Excellence it affects one in one hundred people.

How to explain to the child:
“Schizophrenia is a word that describes people who are not well in their thinking and feelings. It is an illness that can be treated by taking medicine, but when the person stops taking the medicine it comes back again. Someone with this illness can hear and see things that are not there, that nobody else can hear or see. It can be very frightening like having a radio in your head with voices that are not your own.

Your birth mother was not well and she had this illness. She did not like the way the medicine for the illness made her feel. She stopped taking the medicine and then the illness made her think that she did not need it
any more. Sometimes when people have this illness they can think they have special powers and this can make them dangerous to themselves and other people. 


Someone with schizophrenia might think that he didn’t need to wear shoes because the voices said that his feet were now made of concrete and could not be run over or hurt. Or he might think that the bus driver was about to hurt him, so that could make him try to fight him off the bus. What the voices say is not the truth.

It is frightening for children when their birth parent has this illness as it means they can’t look after them properly and keep them safe. The child might end up believing that the things their birth parent is telling them are true. For example you might believe you are really bad if you were told this or that you could fly because your parent told you it was true. “
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Death

It is not unusual for looked after children to have a birth parent who has died. This will mean different things to children at different times and of course will depend if they have any conscious memory of the parent. 

Most children go through phases where they become preoccupied by the idea of  death and will ask their parents or other adults questions about it. It is important not to shy away from the subject or seem frightened by it as your feelings about it will be picked up by children. Illness in either parent may be very alarming to some children and reassurance that illness only rarely leads to death and that death mainly occurs when people get old may be needed.

Your own belief and system will dictate to a large extent how you respond to questions about what happens after death so it is hard to be prescriptive about what to say. The child’s grief will not be something that occurs within a definitive timescale and may involve grieving for future relationships they will never experience. If can sometimes be easier to talk about death through stories.The charity Winston’s Wish is particularly helpful for advice on  how to talk to children about death, including death by manslaughter or murder.

Ideas that might be a comfort to children include: seeing death as an end to suffering; that the person who has died lives on in their hearts; that the deceased person would want to be remembered but want the child to be happy as well.

Learning Difficulties/Disabilities

Occasionally children come into care because a parent has learning disabilities which on occasions can lead to neglect. The dictionary definition of a learning disability is ‘a condition that either prevents or significantly hinders somebody from learning basic skills or information at the same rate as most people of the same age.’

It is important to recognise that many factors come into play when learning difficulties are perceived and labelled. These are: the role that poverty plays, parental attitude to education, conflict with the education system, cultural bias of educational testing, and any sort of abuse or traumatic event within the family. The ability of anyone to learn is enormously affected by what is going on in their internal and external worlds.

A specific learning difficulty is often not related to a person’s intelligence. IQ [Intelligence Quotient] testing is a controversial topic but when it is below 70 (which accounts for 2.2% of the population) it can be a major factor in neglect and abuse of children. IQ tests aim to assess abstract verbal reasoning and a person’s ability to process information.

Since the 1920s four ‘levels’ of learning disability have been recognised and are linked approximately to Full Scale IQ scores.
• Mild IQ Score between 50 - 69
• Moderate IQ Score between 35 - 49
• Severe IQ Scores between 20 - 34
•Profound IQ Scores below 20
(International Classification of Diseases-10 World Health Organisation. 1992)

How to explain to the child:
“”Your birth mother loved you very much. Babies need lots of love but they also need their parents to remember lots of things when looking after them. Prompt the child to think about/name all the things a baby or child needs their parents to do. Talk/write to the child about how much they have learnt already at school so they are reminded that they are good at learning. Your birth mother was not good at learning lots of things to do with looking after children. Give an example if you have one of what was not learnt e.g. She could not learn that you need to change a nappy quite soon after it is dirty otherwise the baby gets a sore bottom.

Sadly it wasn’t possible for somebody to be with your birth mother all the time every day to check that you were alright and remind her of all the things she needed to do. This meant that it wasn’t safe for her to look after you on her own, even though she loved you very much.”

Unknown Fathers

Many children do not know who their father is. It will depend on the child’s personality and resilience as to how much the lack of knowledge impacts on them. Undoubtedly it will usually lead to some speculation. It is worth noting if an attribute of the child is not known to be linked to the maternal family; 

How to explain to the child:
‘May be you got your talent at football/guitar/cooking from your father’s side of the family’, ‘Maybe your beautiful eyes/strong legs come from your father’s side of the family.’ 


· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
SELF HARM & HARM TO OTHERS
· 
Alcoholism

The essential feature of alcohol abuse is the maladaptive use of alcohol with recurrent and significant adverse consequences related to its repeated use. Alcoholism is the popular term for two disorders, alcohol abuse and alcohol dependence. The hallmarks of both these disorders involve repeated life problems that can be directly attributed to the use of alcohol. Both these disorders can have serious consequences, affecting an individual's health and personal life, as well as having an impact on society at large.

How to explain to the child:
“Many people drink alcohol (like beer, wine, sherry, cider), but if you drink too much too often it can become a big problem. Your birth mother drank too much alcohol. She sometimes drank all through the day and at night time too. It was very hard for her to stop drinking. This is called alcoholism. 

Sometimes people drink too much because they are not very happy about things in their lives. Alcohol can at first make them feel happy and relaxed. Too much alcohol is not good for a person or for children around them and all that the person can think about is having more to drink. It can make people loud, angry and clumsy. They can only care about what they want when they are drunk and not what anyone else thinks or says. They can sometimes spend too much money or alcohol and not have enough money left over to buy food, gas or electric.”

Relate the alcohol abuse to the child’s particular history and give examples if you can of the impact of parental alcohol use on the child. 

Your birth mother might have been asleep [as alcohol can make you sleepy] when it was dinner time or bath time or when you needed to get to school/play group/the park.”





Drug Abuse

There are many types of drugs with different personal and criminal consequences attached to them. The drugs used by the birth family might have been cocaine, crack, heroin, marijuana and amphetamines.

Drugs can make people behave in many different ways depending on which drug is used. It is worth finding out about the particular drug known to have been used by the birth parent so that you can describe it in a factually correct manner.

Most drugs have the capacity to distort the user’s perception of reality in both positive and negative ways. Their effects can range from feelings of euphoria, peace and calm, to aggression, paranoia and isolation. Understanding of social interactions and thought processes can also become distorted and fragmented over time. 

What is common to all who are dependent on them is a perceived need for the drug. Life seems unbearable without it. The chosen drug originally led to an enhancement of the birth parents experience of life but over time, life becomes dominated by the need for the drug just to feel normal. 

The feeling when not taking the drug is of imbalance, psychological pain and overwhelming need that can include physical pain. The person will go to great lengths including prostitution and theft  to be calmed by the temporary peace the drug brings. 

How to explain to the child:

“Your birth mother did love you very much but they had a problem with drugs, which meant they could not manage their life very well. We do not know why your birth mother took drugs but it could have been because people she knew did it or because she did not feel very happy about her life. Once people start to take drugs it can be very difficult to stop and they just want more and more. Drugs are illegal which means they are against the law and the police and the Judges in the Courts can punish you if they find you taking them. 

Drugs are only legal if a Doctor gives them to you or you buy them in a chemist where the amount you have is controlled by someone who understands how they work. Drugs can even kill you if a Doctor is not in charge of them. 

Drugs are expensive too. People who are dependent on drugs might do things that are not right, like steal money to buy more of the drug and all people can care about is getting more of the drug.
When people use drugs they feel lots of different feelings. Sometimes they are happy sometimes sad, sometimes they are angry and sometimes worried. It is hard for children living with a birth mother on drugs as they don’t know what their birth mother is going to be like. They might get ignored or shouted at even if they have done nothing wrong. Taking drugs can be a bit like taking the wrong medicine that makes you ill instead of making you better. Drugs can stop a grown up being themselves and making the right choices. Drugs did not help your birth mother behave in a way that was safe for you. “

Describe the particular circumstances of the neglect or abuse and their connection to drugs if this seems relevant.

Domestic Abuse

This is when one partner behaves in a way that is threatening or violent to the other partner. This could involve hitting, slapping, punching, kicking, biting, stabbing or hitting any part of the body with an object. It might also be emotional abuse – name calling, controlling behaviour etc.

On rare occasions domestic abuse can result in the death of a partner. Whether this was intentional or not would be explored in court and a verdict reached. If murder rather than manslaughter was the term that was used then the description below could still be useful in parts. 



How to explain to the child:
“Sometimes your birth father was very unkind to your birth mother and they shouted and rowed together. Your birth father could not manage his temper and even hit and hurt your birth mother. It is very wrong when this happens and if the police get to hear about it they know that the law has been broken.

When grown-ups hit and hurt each other it is very frightening for anyone who is there. For children who might love both their parents (even if they don’t like what is happening) they might be left feeling muddled about what is wrong and right. It is wrong for a parent to hit the other parent. It means that the grown-up who is so angry that they hit people needs help with their bad temper and must learn to be kind. It can be quite hard for grown ups to change. Most grown ups and parents do not hurt each other like this.”

Suicide

Suicide is a potentially frightening subject as it invites children to contemplate the extremes of psychological suffering and on occasions [if the act was performed in a violent way] the physical pain of a person intimately connected to them. Not only can it be seen as an act of ultimate despair but suicide can contain a reproach to anyone who cared about them. It could suggest to a child that they were not good enough or lovable enough to want to stay with, in life. It is even possible that some children may see suicide as a model of behaviour they could copy as a response to their own future distress and sadness.

People who commit suicide may or may not have mental health problems although one in five who kill themselves has seen a mental health professional in the previous year [UK stats]. Three times more men than women kill themselves in the UK.

We know that the beliefs and feelings about suicide vary widely from culture to culture. The causes of suicide will exist in the social, political and cultural environment and personal context of the individual. 

It is also important to remember that many people die in a way that could be accidental or could be suicide e.g. an overdose of a drug that they were addicted to any way or extremely dangerous driving with an unexplained collision with an inanimate object.

How to explain to the child:
“Your birth mother felt so sad and fed up about her life [be specific about what you know was going wrong] that she wanted it all to stop hurting. It was hard for her to remember and think about the part of her that loved other people and sometimes had enjoyed her life. She couldn’t think straight and she didn’t feel she had anyone she could talk to about her strong feelings.

If appropriate you could say: “it was because of your birth mother’s illness [depression/bi polar disorder/schizophrenia] that she could not see that there were lots of important things and people to stay alive for.”


For a child under 10 it is best to keep it the explanation as simple as possible, so that will be the case in the life journey book. It is important not to underestimate the power of children’s imagination and needs more layers of explanation so a separate letter or section of the book can be added. The child may need reassurance that it is not something ‘in the genes’ and that worries and feelings do not always get so huge and overpowering to result in suicide.
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PART 5: COMMON CHILD AND FAMILY ILLNESSES  
 
Umbilical Hernia 
How to explain to the child:
Sometimes when babies are born, the doctors find something called an Umbilical Hernia.    An umbilical hernia happens when fatty tissue or a part of the bowel pokes through into an area near the navel (tummy button). It pushes through a weak spot in the surrounding muscle wall (abdominal wall). 
 Umbilical hernias are very common in babies, with 1 in 10 young children having one. They are especially common in babies who are premature (born early).  
 
Plagiocephaly 

How to explain to the child:
“Some babies are diagnosed as having something called Plagiocephaly (plagee-o-se-fa-lee)  
WOW! That’s a hard word to read! 
This is just a fancy word that means the back or one side of an child's head is flattened and sometimes the hair doesn’t always grow there.   
 
But don’t worry because often when the Doctor see’s the child again the head was growing at a much better speed and size so can be discharged, this would mean the child didn’t have to go back to see her for this anymore.  “
 
What Is Epilepsy? 
How to explain to the child:
“It's a strange word, isn't it? Epilepsy comes from a Greek word meaning "to hold or seize," and people who have epilepsy have seizures. You might also hear a seizure called a convulsion, fit, or spell.  Seizures happen when there is unusual electrical activity in the brain.  Your brain cells are constantly sending out electrical signals that travel along nerves to the rest of the body. 
These signals tell the muscles to move. During a seizure, a person's muscles tighten and relax rapidly or stop moving completely.  Seizures come on suddenly, and people who have them cannot control their muscles while they are having a seizure.  
If too many brain cells are sending signals at the same time, it causes an overload and a person may pass out and shake all over. People who have epilepsy may have seizures only once in a while or as frequently as every day. “
 
Asthma 
How to explain to the child:
“Asthma is a condition that affects a person's airways, which are also called breathing tubes or bronchial tubes. These tubes lead from the windpipe, or trachea, into the lungs.  
 
An asthma flare-up, which some people call an asthma attack or episode, happens when a person's airways get swollen and narrower and it becomes a lot harder for air to get in and out of the lungs.  
 
Doctors will give special medicine to help the person feel better. This medicine can often be given in something called an inhaler. That’s a special tool to get the medicine into the lungs by sending a puff of medication that the person breathes in, straight down the throat. 
 
Sometimes the swollen airways produce extra mucus (snotty nose), which makes things pretty sticky, so it's easy to see why it's hard to breathe.
Do you know that asthma runs in families? 
This means if a child has asthma, he or she may also have a parent, sibling, uncle, or other relative who has asthma or had it as a child. “
 
Eczema 

How to explain to the child:
“With Eczema your skin is red and sore. It may even look scaly. You itch like crazy. You know you haven't been near poison ivy and you don't have chickenpox, but you're starting to worry that you're slowly turning into some kind of scaly creature from a monster movie. No need to worry. It's just eczema.  
 
Eczema is also called atopic dermatitis. Atopic means someone who is likely to develop an allergy to something. Dermatitis means that the skin is inflamed, or red and sore.  Eczema makes your skin dry, red, and itchy. Sometimes you may even break out in a rash. It's a chronic condition, which means that it comes and goes.  
 
No one is really sure why people get eczema. It's not contagious — which means that no one can catch it from you and you can't catch it from anyone else. Children who get eczema often have family members with hay fever (it makes them sneeze and have a runny nose), asthma (trouble breathing), or other allergic conditions  
 
Some things that can set off eczema include: 
· Soaps, detergents, or perfumes  
· hot and sweaty skin or dry winter air with little moisture  
· things that can irritate your skin such as contact with scratchy fabrics (like wool) or dust mites in your bed sheets. “
 
Diabetes 

How to explain to the child:
“Diabetes is a disease that affects how the body uses glucose which is a sugar that is the body's main source of fuel. Just as an iPod needs a battery, your body needs glucose to keep running. Here's how it should work.  
 
When you eat Glucose from the food gets into your bloodstream. Your pancreas (an organ in your body) makes a hormone called insulin.  Insulin helps the glucose get into the body's cells. This is how your body gets the energy it needs. 
The pancreas is a long, flat gland in your tummy that helps your body digest food. It also makes insulin. Insulin is kind of like a key that opens the doors to the cells of the body. It lets the glucose in. Then the glucose can move out of the blood and into the cells. But if someone has diabetes, the body either can't make insulin or the insulin doesn't work in the body like it should.  
 
The glucose can't get into the cells normally, so the blood sugar level gets too high. Lots of sugar in the blood makes people sick if they don't get special medicine. Another kind of Diabetes is when the sugar levels are too low and someone with this kind might start feeling very shaky. Snacking on something sweet might help them right away however medication is still needed so that they don’t become unwell again.”
 


Cancer 
How to explain to the child:
“There are lots of different types of cancer, which can be found in different parts of the body.  
 
Sometimes people with cancer have to have an operation to get rid of the cancer and sometimes the doctor will give medicine to help get rid of it.  
 
When having all of this treatment the person can feel sick and tired and be quite unwell for a time.  
Everyone gets ill or poorly at some time in their life and because we have very good doctors and nurses usually people get better quite quickly. People get different illnesses or diseases which all have their own special names and special medicines to get rid of the illness or disease. Some take longer than others to get better and some are more serious (harmful) than others. Sometimes people will need to go into hospital and some people will just get better at home.  When somebody has cancer they may not recover from it and they will need a lot of care to just feel more comfortable whilst they remain unwell.”
 
There are lots of special people called scientists and researchers who study and test the diseases so that they can make new and better medicines for all different kinds of illnesses and diseases. This will help people in the future to be safe and healthy. “

PART SIX: CONTACT AND OTHER TOPICS RELEVANT TO LIFE JOURNEY WORK
 
Contact: 
How to explain to the child:
Contact is when babies, children and young people meet their birth mother, father or family and spend time together when they cannot live at home.  
 
Someone you knows you very well will bring you to contact and your contact officer will stay with you all of the time.  When it’s time to go home you and your birth family can say goodbye and then your contact officer will take you safely back home to your foster carer again.  
 
Sometimes it can be very hard for birth parents to see their children and become attached to them when they know deep down that they will not be able to care for them as they grow up into adults. Most birth parents want to be able to look after their children and watch them grow up into adults but sometimes the things they have to change are just too much for them to cope with, and so sometimes they stop trying. 
 
Sometimes birth parents decide that if they continue to see their children they will have even more hurt feelings when they have to say their final goodbye. So, to protect themselves from this hurt, they decide to stop seeing the children before they become too attached. This doesn’t mean that birth parents don’t love their children. 
Some birth parents love their children so much that they want them to have a better life than they had or than they can give.  
When the Judge or Magistrates decide that the child should live with a new mum and dad (an adoptive family) the children and their birth family will say goodbye to each other for the last time.   
Sometimes your birth family might be able to make this goodbye fun and happy, or sometimes it might be sad but whatever the feelings, it’s ok to feel them.   
If the children have questions or anything they want to say they should talk to a grown up that they trust, like their foster carer, their social worker or their contact officer. Talking to someone can help to make you feel better.  
Birth parents and other birth family members might also get upset but don’t worry, someone will be there to listen to their feelings and try to help them to feel better as well.  “
 What is a Life Story Book? 
“A Life Story Book is your story about your life. 
It’s about your birth family, and facts about you and what happened to you.  Facts like what time and where you were born, how heavy you were and your name.  It is also about what happens to you and why things happened, as you grow older. 
Why do I need a Life Story Book? 
It is very important for all children who do not live with their birth family to know about their history.  It is important because you might not be able to ask your birth family questions about yourself or them, as you get older.  It will be more helpful to understand why you do not live with them.  When you are older, you will often be asked questions or wonder about your history, so it is important that you know about your birth family. 
What does a Life Story Book look like? 
It can be like a photograph album or a scrapbook with pictures and photographs of your birth family, of you growing up, different places that you have lived and schools that you have been to.  It can have stories about people who are important to you or about things that happened to you, or just your own thoughts and memories.  You can even have your life story ona computer CD if you like. 
Who will write my Life Story Book? 

Your Social Worker will prepare your Life story book and then other specially trained workers can help you add information to it as your grow or even your adoptive parents can do that. 
If you require help you can ask for this by speaking to:- 
· Your social worker 
· Your foster parents or new family 
· Or someone else you trust • 
· You can even add to it yourself 


Who else might help? 
We can talk to lots of people like your birth parents, birth grandparents, aunts and uncles to help find out thing about you and what you were like as a baby.  We can ask about when you were very young, facts, memories and stories about you from your childhood. 
They might also want to write something about themselves—so that you know about them too. 
Some of these facts and stories might be difficult to think about at first or make you feel sad, so remember; you don’t have to look at everything all at once and you might want to have someone you trust with you when you read it. 
As you get older it will become more helpful to have the facts about what happened to you and why.  Foster carers, teachers, relatives and other important people who cared for you and looked after you would also be asked about you.  
When will my Life Story Book be finished? 
It will never to completely finished! 
You or your new family can choose to keep adding to it, as you get older the book will grow with you.  
Who will look after my Life Story Book? 
Someone will look after it until you need it, it might be best if your adoptive family keep it safe for you. 
But it is YOUR STORY and it belongs to YOU! 
Keep it safe, but use it to remind yourself about YOUR history, YOUR friends and YOUR achievements. Some of the pictures and stories will be special and private, so be careful before you decide to show them to other people. 
A copy of your life storybook will be kept in the adoption service so that there will always be one available for you, should the original be damaged or lost. “

 

Bonding and Attachment 
  
Bonding and attachment is something that all babies and their parents should have with each other. It’s something that needs to develop (grow) and should work naturally when mums, dads and babies are getting to know each other. Babies have to rely on their parents to give them what they need and they find ways of letting parents know what they want, at first this is usually by crying.  
At first babies cry when they are hungry, or in pain, or need their nappy changing, or when they are tired. When their mums and dads give them the things they need, like changing their nappy, cuddling them, feeding them, playing and soothing their pains, babies learn to trust their parents and know they will come to them when they are needed.  
 
Bonding and attachment means the right kind of closeness that children should have with their parents when they are babies and young children. For example, if the mother goes out of a room and leaves baby with a stranger, the baby will probably get upset and wonder where the mother has gone – this is natural.  
 
Sometimes when the baby or child isn’t bothered about their parent leaving them with a stranger, it may mean that they have not learnt the closeness and trust they need to keep safe. 
 
Sometimes parents didn’t have the good bonding and attachment themselves when they were very young children and so they don’t know how to give this to their own children.  
 
Sometimes children can have what’s called an ‘anxious attachment’. This is when the child is worried and scared even when their parent is there and clings to them for safety instead of playing nearby and having fun. This can be because something bad or scary has happened when mum has left them before.   
Children and babies rely on the people who look after them to do the things they need and to keep them safe, but if this hasn’t happened the children have to find their own ways to survive (cope). This sometime means not trusting grown-ups that try to help them. It can also mean they feel sad and don’t know how to play or have fun.  
 
There are lots of people who can help parents and their children to form strong attachments, but the parents have to want the help and have to put their children first. Even when they feel tired or want to do something themselves, the children have to be ok first. 
If parents can’t do this and there are lots of worries about this, sometimes the children might have to live with a foster carer or new parents who can look after them and keep them safe.  
If the people looking after the child work very hard and show the child they can be trusted, and loved and looked after properly, then the child can start to develop their attachment, meaning they can learn to trust the right adults and know they will be there to help them grow happy and strong and healthy inside and out.  
What is right and what is wrong? 
Children learn by watching and interacting (doing things with) grown-ups and other children. It’s the grown-ups responsibility (job) to teach children what is right and what is wrong because they know the differences.  
Most of the time grown-ups encourage children to do the right things and give them lots of praise for it.  
They teach them we should not do the wrong things and sometimes give consequences (punishment) for what has happened, like not being allowed to play out with friends one day, or losing some of your pocket money, or not being allowed to play on a favourite game for a while.  
Even though you might not always be happy about the consequences, it’s a parent’s job to do this.  
Sometimes some grown-ups do things that are wrong and they include the children. Because of this the children can begin to think some things are ok when really they are not, for example taking something that doesn’t belong to you (stealing), hurting someone to get your own way (domestic violence), or touching someone in a way that makes them feel uncomfortable.
 Teenagers & Alcohol 
Sometimes young people and teenagers drink alcohol, which is a drink like beer, wine and spirits such as vodka, gin and rum etc. 
Alcohol can make people behave in a different way to usual, if they have too much.  Sometimes it might make them happy and do funny things that make them and other people laugh.  A lot of grown-ups drink alcohol and have a good time. 
But sometimes when someone drinks a lot of alcohol it changes they way they perceive things (the way they think, see and hear things).  They find it very hard to stop drinking so much because alcohol helps them to forget about the worries they have or memories that they don’t like.  Sometimes it makes people, sad, or angry or paranoid (think everyone is talking about them). 
This can sometimes lead to arguments and fights and is not always safe place to be.  It also makes the person respond slower and often makes them fall over or fall into a deep sleep.  This can be unsafe for young people or teenagers and sometime others might take advantage of them (do things that are not good). When they are like this they often struggle to look after themselves so they are at risk of being hurt themselves. 
It’s an adult’s responsibility (job) to look after children and young people and keep them safe but sometimes the teenager won’t let the adults help them.  There are other people who can help but the young person has to want help for it to work. 
Sometimes because the young persons’ birth parents drank a lot of alcohol, or used illegal drugs a lot, a young person can think that they are also likely to have a problem with drinking too much alcohol or taking drugs. The reality is that a child who had experienced drugs and alcohol in the nine months of pregnancy, before being born, can struggle later on in life. This however does not mean they will become addicted to drugs and alcohol, it just makes things harder for them and they may need a lot more help with growing up. 
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