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Residential Staff and Administration's 
Role in Life History and Its Impacts
P o w e r  o f  S t o r y

Please grab a 
blank piece of 

paper – lined or 
unlined – and 
something to 

write with.

Powerofstory.us

8 months average.
You have their now.

Others have their past.
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Personal history, stories, photos, and medical records

Personal history, stories, photos, and medical records

Individual

Structural

Life History can be done:

FOR WITH BY

Open or Closed?

What might they leave with, and 
what is possible?
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“It is the past that tells us what 
we are, and without it we lose 
our identity.”

Stephen Hawking

Therapeutic 
Staff

Child 
Welfare 
Worker

Adoptive 
FamilyYouth

Birth Family

Foster 
Family

Everyone has a part to play.
• No degree required.
• Full information not 

required – start from 
now.

History

Stories

Photos

Medical 
Information

Life History = Personal History

?
I am

“Memories in care are slippery because there’s no one to recall them with as 
the years pass. In a few months I would be in a different home with a different 

set of people who had no idea of this moment. How could it matter if no one 
recalls it? Given that staff don’t take photographs it was impossible to take 

something away as a memory. This is how you become invisible. It isn’t the lack 
of photographs that erodes the memory. It is the underlying unkindnesses, 

which make you feel as though you don’t matter enough. This is how to quietly 
deplete the sense of self-worth deep inside a child’s psyche. This is how a child 

becomes hidden in plain sight.”

Lemn Sissay, My Name Is Why
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Different Types of Brains

Ocean Brain Filing Cabinet Brain

Access to life history is a 
basic human right.

Known life history helps us 
heal and thrive.

R e s e a r c h  b e a r s  i t  o u t .

Those who know their 
family stories do better.

Higher:

• Self-esteem

• Social and Academic 
competence

• Sense of meaning and 
purpose in life

Lower:

• Depression

• Anxiety

• Aggressive behaviors

Robyn Fivush, “Do You Know…” The power of family history in adolescent identity and well-being.

Personal Impacts

Self Esteem

Belonging

Identity

Less 
Secrecy + 

More Trust

Reduced 
Uncertainty

Barriers for Therapeutic Staff

Too much Paperwork

Crisis Management

Privacy

Boundaries

Fear of Pandora’s Box / Trauma / Untrained
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When your life 
has been ______, 
life history work is 
________.  

• Young people have barriers to 
looking at the past

• So, it’s important to start with 
NOW

Many things CAN be shared!

Share about your facility + staff
Pre-create

• Group photos and last names, but how about…
• Photos inside and outside of the facility
• Staff photos + First names
• Routines/special quirks about the facility
• Menus
• Get creative!

Share about the young 
person
• Copies of their art
• Photos of them
• Letter from staff and peers
• Photos of the goodbye celebration, cake, rituals
• Share the HIGHS (lows will be in exit paperwork)

Share About Their Time With You
Add for each young person

Nothing About Us Without Us

James Charlton

“I would like someone to talk to about my feelings and tell me 
about my past.  I would like to see a picture of my dad, so I 
know what he looks like. I would like to see a picture of me as 
a baby. I have never seen a picture of me.  I have a lot of 
questions that no-one answers.”

Care Leaver, 11-18yrs

Bright Spots Survey out of the UK
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Ways to Involve Youth - Prep

What

Why

Share Examples

Share Limits

Do together
• REGULAR Photos Taken By Youth
• REGULAR Youth-led + Staff 

supported update
• With photos and questions
• “All About Me” Pages
• Other Fill in the Blank Type 

Pages

https://powerofstory.us/2022/08/11/lifebook-lifestory-book-overview/

Moving Forward

• Create procedures
• How will info will be gathered?
• How will it stay available?
• Who will get a copy?
• When?

• TALK about the importance with staff and clients

Now that you know about the 
importance of life history for ALL, 
what will you do?

Please complete an evaluation!  

https://form.jotform.com/212295638456161


