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“In a Dish”
A true story told to the author by an IVF mum.

“Babies are made when mummies and daddies have very special cuddles – but that doesn’t 
always work very well.

“So Mummy and Daddy went to see a doctor who sent us to a special hospital where they 
had to make you in a little dish. Then when you were a tiny little embryo, about as big as the 
point of a pin, they popped you back into Mummy’s tummy, where you grew into our baby”.

Christopher was told this story when he was just three and a half years old. The next week 
they all went shopping in the local supermarket. There, coming down the aisle, was a lady 
with a pram and a very small baby.

“Hello,” said Christopher, “was your baby made in your tummy or in a dish?”
“In my tummy of course!” replied the lady somewhat surprised.
“Oh how nice,” said Christopher, “because I was made in a dish. Bye bye!”

The image of baby and dish courtesy of Lennaerd Nilsson and Lars Hamberger in “A Child is born” Fourth 
Edition. A Merloyd Lawrence Book/Delcort Press. 2003. ISBN 0-385-33754-X. 
The image of an embryo courtesy of Dr DK Gardner, Colorado Centre for Reproductive Medicine, USA.
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Some suggestions  
on how you might use 

this story…
The decision of when, or even if, to tell a child about their conception 
must rest with the parents. Nobody has the right to tell parents that 
they must tell their child. 

Many people, however, feel that an open and honest policy may, in 
the long run, be the simplest and correct decision. 

Experience from adoption and now from assisted reproductive 
medicine, by which millions of children worldwide have been born, 
suggests that it is easier to tell a child a simple and happy story at 
a very early age, as later on children can become more sensitive to 
such discussions. The suggested age is between three and five years 
old, when the child is able to accept a simple story without the 
complications, that we as adults may consider clouding the issue.

Other family members should also know the story as told to the 
child. Because it is so easy for a child to accept such a story, they can 
often feel they want to talk to ‘all and sundry’ about it. A response 
from Granny (for example) of “Don’t be silly” could confuse the child.

The story, My Beginnings is merely a starting point. The simple 
scientific part of the story with its illustrations is accurate and based 
on many years of experience working with fertility experts. There will 
be places, however, where you might like to make changes to the story 
– you might prefer Mommy, Mama, or Mutte in place of Mummy, for 
example. There may be details in your own story which differ. 
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Once upon a time Mummy and  
Daddy were all alone.

We had no babies or children to love.
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We were very lonely and very sad.
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All our friends had families:

Children, babies and more babies!
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It made us so angry!

Sometimes we just wanted to scream!

And sometimes it made us so tired.
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Who could help us?

What could we do?

We thought we had tried everything.
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We both rushed off to work.
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We worked very hard at our jobs.
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Daddy tried all sorts of things to  
make him happy.

He tried playing sport and  
watching football.
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Mummy tried to keep busy too.

She even tried going to the gym!
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We went 
on lots of 
holidays.
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We decorated the 
house, over and 

over again!

Dancing didn’t 
seem to help 

either!

And we spent a lot of money shopping!

But none of those things really made us happy.
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So we went to see the doctor. 

Was there something wrong with us? 

Why couldn’t we have a baby? 

What was wrong with us?

The doctor said that she knew a special 
hospital that might be able to help us.
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In the hospital there were lots of clever 
scientists, doctors and nurses who knew all 

about how babies are made.

They listened very carefully to what 
Mummy and Daddy had to tell them 
and examined us to try and find out 

what could be wrong.

They told us they would try very hard 
to help us to have a baby.
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The doctors told us that our bodies are 
made from tiny cells, rather like building 

blocks, and that there are millions and 
millions of them in our bodies.

They are so small you need a microscope 
to see them!
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Inside each cell is a special place called 
the nucleus. It’s the purple blob in the 

middle and it’s where all the instructions 
for each cell are kept.

It tells each cell how to work, because each 
cell has its own very special job to do.
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Some cells make bones so that we can stand 
up and be strong.

Other cells make muscles which cover our 
skeleton and help us to move.
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There are cells 
that make blood 

and cells that 
make skin.

Muscle cells let us 
chew, lick… 

… and smile, 
and talk to 
each other.
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There are some cells whose job it is to send very 
quick messages all over the body – these are called 

nerve cells – like the green spidery-looking cell above.

They make it possible for us to do things very quickly 
– like skipping, flying a kite, dancing, skateboarding 

and swimming.

They also make it possible for us to do more 
complicated things like singing and thinking.
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Some of the 
biggest cells in 
the body are egg 

cells made by 
women.

They have a small 
head and a very long 

tail which helps 
them to swim and 
find the egg. The 
sperm has to go 

right inside the egg 
to make a baby grow.

Some cells make hormones – chemical 
messages that help us to grow – that tell 

other cells how to make babies.

And some of the smallest cells are made by men. 
They are called sperm cells.
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Babies are made when Mummy and Daddy 
have very special cuddles.

The sperm cells find the eggs and together 
they make a tiny embryo which travels down 
a tube to a special place where the baby can 

grow – Mummy’s womb.

But sometimes that doesn’t work very well 
and the doctors have to help.

They helped us to make a baby.
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An embryologist is a special kind 
of scientist who is trained to work 

with sperm, eggs and embryos.

They work in a very clean room.



Alternative versions 
of page 22

There are nine versions of page 22. 

Please click on the version that is relevant to your story to 
jump directly to that page.

22a – IVF
22b – IVF + Donor Sperm
22c – IVF + Donor Eggs
22d –  DI
22e – AIH
22f – Donor Embryos
22g – ICSI
22h – Frozen Embryos
221 – Surrogacy
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Two days later 
they looked down 

the microscope and 
saw that, instead 
of one cell, there 
were now two.

The embryologist put some of Daddy’s sperm 
cells with Mummy’s egg cells in a little dish.

…until you were 
big enough for 

the doctors to put 
you into Mummy’s 
womb so that you 
could grow even 

more!

A very tiny embryo had been made! You really 
were there and you were beginning to grow!

First into two cells, then into four…

Continue to page 23 ↴



22b

Two days later they looked down the microscope and 
saw that, instead of one cell, there were now two.

…until it was big enough 
for the doctors to put our 

embryo into Mummy’s 
tummy so that you could 

grow even more and 
become our baby.

A very tiny embryo had 
been made! You really 

were there and you 
were beginning to grow.

First into two cells, 
then into four…

Daddy’s body did not 
make any good sperm 

cells. So a very kind man 
gave Mummy and Daddy 

some of his. 

The doctors put these 
with Mummy’s egg cells 

into a little dish.

Continue to page 23 ↴
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Two days later they looked down the microscope and 
saw that, instead of one cell, there were now two.

…until you were big 
enough for the doctors 
to put our embryo into 

Mummy’s tummy so that 
you could grow even more 

and become our baby.

A very tiny embryo had 
been made! You really 

were there and you 
were beginning to grow.

First into two cells, 
then into four…

Mummy’s body did not 
make any good egg 
cells. So a very kind 

lady gave Mummy and 
Daddy some of hers.

The doctors put these 
with Daddy’s sperm 

cells into a little dish.

Continue to page 23 ↴



22d

At first it was only  
two cells big…

…then, very gradually, 
our own little embryo 

grew bigger, and bigger, 
and bigger, inside 
Mummy’s tummy!

Daddy’s body did not make 
any good sperm cells.

So a very kind man gave 
Mummy and Daddy some 
of his which the doctors 

were able to put into 
Mummy’s tummy.

These sperm cells 
met the eggs cells 
that Mummy had 
made, and, very 

gradually, a very tiny 
embryo was made.

Continue to page 23 ↴
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At first it was only  
two cells big…

…then, very gradually, 
our own little embryo 

grew bigger, and bigger, 
and bigger, inside 
Mummy’s tummy!

Daddy’s sperm cells 
couldn’t reach Mummy’s 

egg cells.

The doctor was able 
to put some of Daddy’s 

sperm cells into Mummy’s 
tummy so that a tiny baby 

could be made.

These sperm cells 
met the eggs cells 
that Mummy had 
made, and, very 

gradually, a very tiny 
embryo was made.

Continue to page 23 ↴
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The very kind couple gave 
us some of their embryo 

and the doctors were able 
to put them into Mummy’s 

tummy where they began to 
grow even more.

And that is how you became our baby.

Mummy’s egg cell and Daddy’s sperm cells 
did not make good embryos.

So what could they do?

Two days later they looked down the microscope 
and saw that you were alive and well.

But the other mummy and daddy didn’t need all of 
their embryos so the doctors froze some of them 

and kept them in a very cold place.

The doctors said that they 
had some embryos from 

another mummy and daddy. 
They had taken some of his 
sperm cells and put them 

with her egg cells in a 
little dish.

Continue to page 23 ↴
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Two days later they looked down the microscope and 
saw that, instead of one cell, there were now two.

…until you were big 
enough for the doctors 

to put you into Mummy’s 
womb so that you could 

grow even more!

A very tiny embryo had 
been made! You really 

were there and you 
were beginning to grow.

First into two cells, 
then into four…

Daddy’s sperm cells 
didn’t work very well.

The doctor explained 
that they could inject the 
sperm cell directly into 

Mummy’s egg cell.

Continue to page 23 ↴
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The embryologist put some 
of Daddy’s sperm cells with 

Mummy’s egg cells in a 
little dish.

They looked down the 
microscope and saw that 
you were already a tiny 

embryo and were growing.

But it wasn’t the right time for you to be put into 
Mummy’s tummy, so the embryologist froze you 

and kept you in a very cold place.

Then, when the time was right, they melted  
you very gently.

They looked down the microscope again. You were 
alive and well and you were beginning to grow again.

The doctors put you into Mummy’s tummy so that 
you could grow even more!

Continue to page 23 ↴
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So the doctors took you and 
placed you into another 
woman’s tummy so you 

could grow into our baby.

When you were born she 
gave you back to Mummy.

A very tiny embryo had 
been made! You really 

were there and you 
were beginning to grow.

But Mummy’s body was 
not able to carry a baby.

The embryologist put 
some of Daddy’s sperm 

cells with Mummy’s egg 
cells in a little dish.

Two days later they 
looked down the 

microscope and saw that, 
instead of one cell, there 

were now two.

Continue to page 23 ↴
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Photographs courtesy of Dr DK Garner, Colorado Centre for Reproductive Medicine, USA.
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35 days later the doctors were able 
to look into Mummy’s tummy with a 

special camera.

We saw that you really were there.

You were growing from an embryo 
into our baby.

Everyone was so happy!
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(photographs or scans)
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We wanted to sing…

…and to dance for joy!
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You carried on growing until 
you were ready to be born.
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That was such a happy day.

It was your birthday!
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(photographs or scans)
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So that is how, after so many 
difficulties, we became a family.

We are so proud of you and we 
love you so very much!
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