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Objective

The objective of todays in-service is to introduce the concept of a life review, go over the process of creating one, and answer any questions that arise along the way.

What is a life review?

A life review, or life story, is one way to capture the personal bits and pieces that make up a life.  Conversations stemming from a list of questions are organized and put down in written form to create a lasting treasure.  The memories captured through the interview process might very well lead to a cleansing and closure as various items surface and are acknowledged.   The final document becomes a gift that can draw a family closer together as it is shared in the present, as well as for years to come. 

Why do a life review?

There are as many reasons to do life reviews as there are people to do them for.  Name a few:

1.  Relive and share memories and maybe resolve some unresolved issues in the process

2.  Capture a detailed family history

3.  Share personal things that makes one more than just a wife or a mother

4.  Pass on wisdom, or maybe just a family recipe 

5.

6.

Questions for a life review

The questions that are typed up for your use are at best a starting point.  There is no one formula for going about gathering the information.  If you have been visiting the person you are working with for a time it may be easier to decide where to begin and how to flow the questions and the writing.  If you are meeting someone for the purpose of doing a life review, simply relax, enjoy the process, and things will go smoothly.

Often the hardest part of anything is starting so begin with the vital statistics and you will have a beginning. 

Fill in your vital statistics:

Full, given name, Any nicknames:

Who selected it, and why if applicable: 

Date and place of birth:

Parents names, place of birth:

Siblings:

Marriage:

Once you have this baseline information plan what will be talked about next.  This can be on your own or in conjunction with the person.    If the person is not married (you know they don’t want to talk about a past marriage), or they never had children, those questions can be weeded out at the start to make things easier for you.  

Beyond feeding the starting questions allow the person to lead the conversation and stray off point to a degree.  Having said that, remember that you are gathering information for a story and there might be times when you need to gently steer the conversation back on track.   

Keep the bulk of your questions open ended to gather the richest information.  For example:

What is your earliest childhood memory?

Sometimes you will want to ask direct yes/no questions (did you go on to college), but if you ask too many of these and get no for an answer you will be stiffing memories instead of drawing them out.

Once you have gathered enough material to get a feel for how to begin putting the story together feel free to jump right in with the writing a rough draft.  Yes, you will probably change things around and maybe even hear things you want to add as you continue to chat, but it will help you organize your thoughts and give you a focus for additional questions.  If you gather too much information before starting to put it into story form you may become overwhelmed and not know where to start.  

As with starting, sometimes we have issues with knowing where or when to end.  Go with your gut on this one.  If you, or the person, are getting tired of the process it is fine to put it away for a while.  Like an unfinished knitting projects, any raw information that was gathered will remain until the time comes around again to pick it back up and do some more work on it.  

Give yourself (and the person) permission to make the life review a short story instead of forcing it into a novel.  A small concise record of memories is as great a gift as a large one to those the person will be leaving behind.   

Points on gathering information

Unless there is a physical rush, make it a point to NOT rush through the process.  A huge reason to be doing a life review in the first place is to allow the person an opportunity to share memories or things that they have a need to share and/or talk about.

For the actual gathering of information you should feel comfortable with the method you decide to use.  Tape recording might be easier while you are having the conversation, but you might find it boring and difficult to decipher when you are trying to put it into story form.    If you do decide to tape the conversations it would be a good idea to use one tape for each session and label them with the date and subject matter after each visit.

If you are taking notes by hand make sure you can read your writing after the fact and that you remember your shorthand symbols.  It is okay to ask the person to slow down or repeat as long as you don’t get the sense that it is interrupting their flow or stifling their memories as they think they are doing something wrong.

Tell me about your best friends in grade and/or middle school?

You may find a comfort level in doing a combination of both tape recording and note taking.  This is something that you should just play around with until you find the formula that works best for the two of you.

Print off a number of questions based on how much visit time you will be able to devote to the project.  Take the person’s needs into account when doing so.  Do they tire easily?  Have difficulty talking?  Have expectations of you performing other tasks.  Keep in mind this process is suppose to add value to your visits not create stress for either you or the person. 

Once you have gathered enough material to get a feel for how to begin putting the story together feel free to jump right in with the writing a rough draft.  Yes, you will probably change things around and maybe even hear things you want to add as you continue to chat, but it will help you organize your thoughts and give you a focus for additional questions.  If you gather too much information before starting to put it into story form you may become overwhelmed and not know where to start.  

As your story begins to take form spend some of your visit time reviewing things with the person to be sure that you got them recorded correctly and that they are happy with the memories are being translated and recorded for history.  If you come across anything that they appear uncomfortable with leaving in take it out.  Be sure that the person knows this is their story and the goal is to have it be the way that they want it.  And remember not to take it personally if they want to make changes or tell you that they don’t recall saying it “that way.”  They just might have a few other things on their mind more important than being tactful with you, they may decide the information is just too personal to be put down on paper, or they simply want it changed without being able to say why.  The story belongs to them and they can do with it what they wish.  This is about them not you.

Points on pulling the story together

It may take some trial and error to choose between first and third person.  Does the story flow better if you say, “In middle school Jake loved to play hockey,” or “I couldn’t get enough of hockey when I was in middle school.”  As you do more writing the choice will become clear to you.  You can also give the person a few examples and let them decide which tense they would prefer.  

Ways to format the information into a story:

1.  Simple chronological order 

2.  After the vital statistics, simply list the story/memories as recorded.

3.  Write up the memories in sections (childhood, personal, professional) 

4.  

5.  

A volunteer’s role in the process

As a volunteer you have a unique opportunity to touch the lives of a dying person and their families.  As a committed volunteer you want to do the best job possible.  In order to do that there are some things to keep in mind:

1.  Never force the idea of a life review on a person, or insist that they stick to a schedule that

    you made. 

2.  It is finished when the person (or a family member speaking on their behalf) says it is over.

3.  Confidentiality is a BIG MUST.  A person is not going to feel as free to open up to you if 

    They feel out of control or get the impression that you are going home and sharing things
    with others.   

4.  Be present.  If you get a sense that the person is becoming uncomfortable with the subject
   (or tired, or overly emotional) check in with them and make sure that they want to continue.

5.  It is possible that this process of digging into memories could trigger bigger issues for the 

    person.  If you sense that this is happening don’t wade into deep waters.  Remember your 
    role and your scope of practice and call in the social worker or clergy to handle the big
    stuff.

6.

7.

8.

What words of wisdom would you most like to pass on to those you love?  Why?

Question and answer period

Life Story Questions:

The object of this outline is to be a jumping off point towards recording your life memories to leave behind as a legacy for your family and loved ones.  Each of us is unique and has a story worth leaving for future generations to enjoy and pass on.  Life is about the little things and don’t worry that you have not done anything important enough to warrant putting it down on paper.  As the years go by we become more and more aware of what’s really important in life.  With every passing season, we are reminded that the love and traditions a family shares are treasures beyond value.  You have much to share, and you may find that you learn something about yourself in the process.  Enjoy the process.

Personal statistics 

Full, given name, any nicknames

Who selected it, and why if applicable 

Date and place of birth

Parents names, place of birth

Siblings

Marriage

Children’s names and date of birth

Grands/greats/ names and/or number of

Do you have a favorite song/ why

Book, television show, a movie you watch over and over

Tell me about a favorite food/meal/food tradition/food dish you are “famous” for

Favorite sport or sports team

What are your special gifts or talents

How have you used them throughout your life

Name one of your best characteristics

Is there one that you would like to change

Childhood 
Describe your childhood home

Childhood bedroom…did you share

Describe the neighborhood you grew up in

Chores and responsibilities… allowance

Tell about some favorite activities during your childhood

Do you remember a favorite toy or place you would go to play

Which childhood friends do you remember the most

Did you have pets as a child… your favorite pet

One or two most treasured childhood memories

Is there a scent or sound that immediately takes you back to childhood
Family Life 
Tell about your mother

Finish this sentence: “One thing my mother always said was…”

What is your favorite memory of your mother

How are you like/different from your mother

What did you most enjoy doing with your mother

Tell about your father

Finish this sentence: “One thing my father always said was…”

What is your favorite memory of your father

How are you like/different from your father

What did you most enjoy doing with your father

Sibling memories

What talents, abilities, or qualities did your parents nurture in you

What kind of person did your parents encourage you to be

What were your family circumstances when you were growing up… how did it effect you

What did your family most enjoy doing together

Grandparent memories

What do you remember most about spending time with your grandparents

What is one valuable lesson you learned from a grandmother or grandfather

What do you know about your family history

Memories about aunts/uncles/cousins/family friends

Family reunions

What is your favorite home-cooked meal

Did your family eat out… favorite place to go

Describe a memorable family outing or vacation   where did you go, what did you do

How did your past family life influence your current family life

School Days 

What are your earliest memories of attending school

How did you travel between school and home

What did you enjoy most/least about elementary school

Where did you attend middle school

Where did you attend high school

What did you enjoy most/least about middle and high school

What were the fashion trends of your school days  Did you follow them

When did you learn to drive  Did you have your own car  (what kind, how did you feel about your car)

What did you do for entertainment

Who were your friends from high school (share a memory or a funny story)

What path did you choose after high school

Did you continue your education  (where, what field)

Did you move away from home

What was your first place like

Work

What did you want to do when you grew up

What was your first job (how did you get it, how much did it pay)

How did you feel when you first began working

What was the worst job you ever had (why)

What was the most enjoyable job you ever had (why)

Has anyone ever acted as a mentor to you (what did you learn from that person)

Is there one person in particular that you are most grateful to have met  (why)

love and Marriage

Who was your first crush

What do you remember about your first kiss

What do you remember about your first date

What was a typical date like at that time

Who was your first love (what did you learn from this relationship)

How old were you when you met your spouse

How did you meet

What attracted you to him/her

What was your first impression

Share a memory from when you were dating

Describe your marriage proposal

Where and when were you married

Did you have a wedding song (why did you choose that song)

What is your most cherished memory of your wedding day

Where did you go on your honeymoon (recall a special moment or event of your trip)

Where did you live after you got married

Describe a typical evening during the first year you were married (what did you enjoy doing together)

What have you found most rewarding about your marriage

What do you think is most important in maintaining a healthy marriage

Has there been an event in your marriage when sharing and partnership were particularly important

Parenthood

How did you feel when you first learned you were going to become a parent

Describe your feelings on the day your first child was born

How did it change your life

How did you choose your child’s (children’s) name

What are your most vivid memories of your children’s early years

What did your children most enjoy when they were young

What values did you try and nurture in your children

What has been your greatest joy in being a parent

What has been your greatest challenge

How does your children’s upbringing compare to your own

Is there anything you know now that you wish you had known when you first became a parent

What is the most important thing you taught your children

What is the most important thing you have learned from your children

Celebrations

How did your family celebrate special occasions when you were a child?

How was your birthday celebrated when you were young?

What is your fondest birthday memory?

How did you celebrate your children’s birthdays when they were young?  Describe an especially memorable birthday celebration.  What made it so special?

Describe a memorable gift you received.  Describe one you gave.

What holiday celebrations stand out from your childhood?  Which ones have you passed down to your family?  What are the origins of those traditions?

Did you begin any new traditions with your children?

Share a cherished memory from a family holiday celebrations.

Life Events

What was the happiest time of your life?

What was the saddest?

What was the busiest time of your life?

What was the most relaxed?

Is there an event in your life that has changed you in some way?

Have you ever been in an accident, had major surgery, or suffered a similar challenge?  How did it effect you?

Did tragedy ever strike you or a loved one?  How did you respond?  How did friends and family?

What was the most difficult decision you had to make in your life?  Would you make the same choice today?

Did you enjoy travel?  Why or why not?

What is the most fun, interesting, or exciting place you’ve ever visited?

How have you ever helped someone in need?

Have you ever dedicated yourself to a cause or organization?  Why did you do so?

Have you ever received an award or other type of recognition?  What for?  How did you feel about receiving it?

What have you done in your life that you are especially proud of?

What do you regard as the most important invention or discovery in your lifetime?

What do you see as the most important political or cultural event?

In what ways has society changed since your youth?

What is the one thing you would never change about the way you have lived your life?

What is the one thing you wish you could have done differently?

Inspiration

Who were your role models when you were young?

What valuable advice did you receive from an adult when you were young?

Who have you consulted most often for guidance over the years?

Who do you turn to now for advice?

Who has made the greatest impact on your life?

What role does religion or spirituality play in your life?  How has this changed over the years?

Is there a certain place that you go for comfort or to unwind?  What makes this place meaningful?

What is your most treasured possession?  What makes it so valuable to you?

If you could only keep one family photo, which would it be?  Why is it special?

What in your life are you most thankful for?

What in your life gives you the greatest sense of pride?

Is there a celebrity or political figure for whom you have a special respect?  What makes this person admirable?  

Have you ever attended a speech, recital, or concert that had a great effect on you?  If not, who would you like to see and why?

Is there a book that has influenced you in a significant way?  How and why?

Is there a poem, passage, or quote that you will always remember? What does it mean to you?

Is there a time you depended on someone else for help?

How would you describe success?

What do you feel is one way to achieve it?

What are the most important characteristics of a good friend?

How have you been inspired by friends or family?

What is the most important thing you have learned in life?

What advice would you give future generations of your family?

Please share any other favorite memories, stories, advice, or messages:


