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Key implementation messages 
Some pragmatic and easily implemented steps to improve practice may include: 

• Identify the absolute essential details about a child and incorporate quality assurance checks on 

those fields (name, date of birth) – this could be automated alerts prompting record creators to 

check key fields prior to proceeding, or manual oversight processes 

• Write as if the child is going to read the record 

• Write as if it was you or your child that was being referenced – would it be good enough for your 

own child? 

• Develop a local practice guide for writing styles and language 

• Incorporate training on recording into professional development and induction programmes 

 

 

When I was able to sit in the same room to basically be able to write my own records with a member of 

staff, it was enjoyable because I could put in there what I wanted to put in there and I can see that 

throughout my records as the change from when I was in places where I couldn’t sit with them and write 

my records and when I was in places where I was more than welcome to sit and write my records. I can 

see the difference in the language used. I can see the difference when they took time and care over them. 

It wasn’t rushed. They weren’t emotionally disengaging from it. It was all about you, it wasn’t about all 

the bad things you did. Thy put more positives in it. That was really useful for me as well. [Care Leaver] 

(Marshall, 2020, 32.00-36.15) 

 

Creating records  

International Standards exist on best practice recordkeeping – AS/ISO 15489, Records Management. 

These standards cascade down into jurisdictional recordkeeping legislation, principles and best practices. 

Government based organisations are required to conform to jurisdictional standards. Government 

organisations that outsource aspects of their functions are required to specify the requirements of 

recordkeeping and what should happen to records made in administering outsourced functions. 

Recordkeeping principles (including those established by the Royal Commission into Institutional 

Response to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017) exist to support records creation.  

All these precepts and principles cited above are valid and current. However, they all privilege the 

organisational requirements and views of recordkeeping. They do not place the child at the centre of the 

record. They are organisation centric. Placing the child at the centre of the record requires emphasis a 

reorientation to empower the child in addition to meeting organisational needs as the priority. This is a 

challenge at present as many practices are technology dependent and software selection and 

implementation has largely been driven by organisational priorities.  Child centred records must capture a 

reflection of an individual’s experience, relationships and feelings not only the administrative/process 
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factors needed by the organisation.  Appreciating the importance of records to individuals repositions the 

importance of appropriate creation of records.   

There is an intersection with professional codes of practice which generally require information recorded 

about a client to be impartial, accurate and complete.  Records are best created as closely as possible to 

the actions and events being recorded.  

The obligations around recordkeeping for children in Out-of-Home Care are lifelong. Records have an 

afterlife for the child which extends for the whole of the child’s life, long after the organisation’s 

requirements have expired. The adults that children in Out-of-Home Care become are as much clients as 

the children currently in Care. The impact and importance of records to an individual’s life have been 

persistently identified in a long line of enquiries and Royal Commissions.  

Reconceptualising recordkeeping should enable transformation of attitudes towards this core 

professional practice and enable practitioners to position recordkeeping not simply as a matter of 

workflow and process, but also as a critical component of the provision of services, now and into the 

future.  

Including the voice of the child 

Recordkeeping requirements include the need to create ‘full and accurate’ records. Records that do not 

reflect the voice of the child cannot be considered to be ‘full and accurate’. 

With the increasing importance of ensuring that the voice of the child is clearly heard in the records, a 

range of different formats and media for representing these views are being developed.  Some of these, 

along with further guidance are referenced in the Further Resources section below. ‘The child’s view 

should leap off the page in all contact…this should provide a detailed lived experience of the child’ 

(Donovan, 2018).  

Aligned with initiatives to better reflect the voice of the child in the records, alternative approaches to 

reinforce the notion of co-creation of records can be prioritised.  This includes explicit discussion of the 

content of the record with the child at, or near, the time that the record is being made. Mobile devices 

increasingly remove the constraints of being restricted to an office setting in order to create records. Use 

of such technology enables access to and creation of records at the time of meeting with a child. 

Discussing the content, how it expressed and the degree to which the child feels heard in the record is a 

potentially transformative practice. (See further, Practice Advice 6: Selecting apps) 

 

The decision maker is also charged with the responsibility: 

 ‘to inform the child of the outcome of the process and explain how her or his views were 

considered. The feedback is a guarantee that the views of the child are not only heard as a 

formality, but are taken seriously. The information may prompt the child to insist, agree or make 

another proposal, or in the case of a judicial or administrative procedure, file an appeal or a 

complaint.’ (United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Children, 2009, para 45)  

When implemented alongside routine provision of copies of records to children, such practices ensure 

that the child knows what is on their record. They may not always keep the records, and may still need to 

access the records in the future, but they will know what is on the record and be involved in the way the 
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record is created.  This active involvement will in part mitigate against many issues known to cause 

distress when individuals access records later in life. 

 

Audience: Who are the records for? 

Records should be written for the child and the adult the child will become.  

Records should be as comprehensive as possible, ensuring that the child can understand, reconstruct and 

make sense of events and decisions made about them in their lives and to hold service providers 

accountable for decisions and actions made on the basis of records. Decisions may be made by others not 

directly involved in events using the data recorded in records. The impact of records created in Out-of-

Home Care reverberate across a life, not limited to immediate events.  

All records will be approached by the child at some point during their lifetime. 

Defensive recordkeeping and its consequences 

A paradoxical situation exists where risk adverse behaviour demands documentation of every incident 

and every misdemeanour. Relatively trivial incidents which would never be recorded in any system in a 

familial situation are, in the Care situation, created to protect workers. These can include excessive 

reporting of reasonably trivial incidents to police. Misbehaving children are overtly criminalised by 

involvement of police sometimes leading to arrests for things that would not lead to police involvement if 

children were living in a family home. This overt criminalisation and overrepresentation of children from 

Out-of-Home Care in the justice system resulting in the creation of criminal records is being actively 

addressed in some jurisdictions through inter-agency collaboration. Instances of criminalising behaviour 

have included refusing to eat dinner, smashing a mug, throwing a sink plug (McFarlane et al., 2019; Lewis, 

2020). 1 The 2016 Victorian Legal Aid report Care Not Custody makes clear the escalation of police 

interventions for children in residential Out-of-Home Care, demonstrating that ‘frequently children who 

may never have had a criminal charge prior to entering care, quickly accrue a lengthy criminal history due 

to a cycle of ‘acting out’ followed by police responses which develops in a residential unit’(Victorian Legal 

Aid, 2016, p1).  

Protective and defensive recordkeeping in residential homes or by carers is the inevitable result of an 

overtly blame allocating environment, or one in which proactive action to deflect blame is present. This 

speaks to the organisational culture.  

Time 

Going through the case notes, we noticed that they weren’t kept … as things were happening. They’d filled 

them in later. There was a lack of honesty there with what was being reported. [Advocacy worker, 

Sydney].  

I sometimes think back, how was my recording, what did I do with that, what was that like? And I know 

what the pressures looked like in organisations. If you didn't document it, it didn’t happen, and you’ve got 

to … and it’s so bureaucratically structured and so fraught, and so difficult, and so scrutinised, that some 

of that humanity can then be stripped out of it. [State government employee, Canberra]  

 
1 For example, the NSW Joint Protocol to Reduce the contact of Young People in Residential Out-Of-Home Care with 
the Criminal Justice System (2016) as reported in McFarlane et.al, 2019.  
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(Lewis, 2017, p8).  

One of the most common issues raised by practitioners in relation to recordkeeping is the lack of time 

available to them and resentment of the time spent on recordkeeping. Recordkeeping seems to become a 

symbol of all frustrations with process, technology and systems. Often dismissed as ‘paperwork’ and 

often seen only in terms of the requirements of bureaucracy, recordkeeping is downplayed as an 

essential component of practice.    

In such circumstances it is common for staff to prioritise action rather than the recording of actions in 

records. Seeing records as a distraction to service provision diminishes the importance of the record and 

its importance to current practice, good decision making and the requirements to also consider the adult 

the child will become as a participant in the recordkeeping.  

Reconceptualising records as a fundamental component of practice is necessary to allow the time 

required for practitioners to appropriately undertake recordkeeping is essential. Social work is a ‘writing-

intensive’ profession. The amount and complexity of everyday writing is highly visible to practitioners but 

remains largely invisible in policies underpinning social work provision and where it is visible it tends to be 

reported as a problem (incomplete, missing, overdue etc). Writing exposed as data or text in ICT systems 

is highly visible but writing as labour (the process, the time and space needed to create) is largely 

invisible.  Writing is not an end in itself but a process of coming to understand a situation and as a means 

of securing care and services for children.  

Accuracy 

Multiple instances are recorded in consultation sessions with practitioners across jurisdictions where 

errors in data have been identified as an ongoing issue.  

Common causes of error are: 

• Copying and pasting records2 – using a completed record as a template for a new record but 

omitting to update all the fields for the new person thus leaving critical data relevant to the old, 

but not accurate to the new record. This is a factor of practical and pragmatic work practices, but 

the errors that can accrue depending on the erroneous data can be severe. Particularly wrong 

dates of birth can substantially impact the way systems deal with young people. This can impact 

rights due, thresholds for access to services and core identity documentation. (White et al., 2010)  

• Mixing up siblings in one family – Copying details from one record to another is a further cause of 

error. (Ogle et al., 2021) 

Language 

[name redacted] was greatly upset by an assessment which described her as ‘mentally retarded and 

emotionally deprived’. [Care Leaver] (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 

Abuse, 2016, p15) 

 
2 This has been an acknowledged problem, exacerbated by IT systems, for many years, for example: ‘The 
requirement to complete a record for each and every child, results in data either being copied across automatically 
or ‘copied and pasted’ into different fields. This negates the purpose of individual assessments for each child and, 
more importantly, consumes excessive amounts of social workers’ time. It is also inherently unsafe as such ‘cloned’ 
information is inevitably not checked properly; moreover, there is no obvious place to describe fully the 
relationships the children have with each other or their parent(s).’ White et al., 2010).  



 

 
Practice Advice 5: Creating child centred records                   6 
 

 

To say that a 14-month-old baby was manipulative, how official is that? That's what's written on my 

records. [Care Leaver]  (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015 p15)    

Long known as a problem issue in historical records, unfortunately issues of language used in writing 

records about children are still prevalent today. In 2016, the Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Sexual Abuse noted the following examples (amongst others): 

• describing as ‘insolent’ a young person who was reluctant to talk due to post-traumatic 

stress disorder 

• labelling as ‘naughty’ an adolescent girl who absconded to escape sexual abuse 

• calling a child with learning disabilities ‘dumb’ and ‘backwards’. (Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016 , p15) 

 

Language used should be respectful, non-judgemental, clear and understandable, free of jargon, 

confusing data and speculative comment, consistent with body language, sincere in carrying a sense of 

commitment, hope and presenting the potential for opportunity and be strengths-based (Mental Health 

Coordinating Council, 2018).  

Some key ongoing issues and directions to better practice include: 

• Use first person, or person centric writing. Avoid using the third person in writing the record – 

phrases such as ‘case workers observed….’. Such phrasing may be used to distance the writer 

from the child or the matters being recorded, but it also serves to alienate the reader and 

depersonalise the record. First person or person centric writing builds a sense of respect and 

humanity.  

• Minimise the use and overuse of jargon – reflecting an environment where those writing the 

record are immersed in their immediate reality where everyone knows what a LAP might be. But 

coded language changes relatively rapidly and is organisation or jurisdiction specific. It is quite 

likely that no-one will remember what a LAP is after a period of time, and certainly not the child 

at the centre of the record. Explaining the context of the record and positioning the jargon is 

likely to need an informed advocate for the child accessing the record.  Saving time in one part of 

the system may cause undue expenditure of time in another part of the system.  

• Use non stigmatising language. Language matters, it has power and how things are expressed can 

impact on an individual long after the event. This can be the result of implicit or unconscious bias. 

Negative labelling can lead to rejection, exclusion and discrimination and is harmful, distressing 

and marginalising. Such language can include use of slang and idioms – verbal shorthand that are 

rich in metaphor and symbolism. 

• Use of words that have outlived their time. Examples may be ‘problem child’, ‘mentally ill’, 

‘challenging or complex behaviours’, ‘demanding and unreasonable’, ‘non-compliant’. A list of 

worn-out words and alternative phrasing can be developed in organisations.   

• Avoid writing that inadvertently reinforces deficit discourse or expression that implies that 

children are to blame. Deficit discourse is bias where things are expressed in terms of negatives, 

preconceptions or social bias.  Such writing tends to implicitly lay blame with, and disempowers, 
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the individual. In Out-of-Home Care this manifests by playing into stereotypes and provides one 

of the common criticisms of those accessing their records. Such approaches are a typical response 

to organisation centric recordkeeping, where defensive recordkeeping with an eye on oversight 

agencies and justification of actions are the norm. Alternative models should be pursued, where 

positives are equally present, where narratives of achievement and attainment are addressed. 

Any language or expression that implies children are to blame for circumstances that led to time 

in Care or any abuse they suffered during childhood can compound the impact of that abuse. So 

can casual statements, for example comments about ‘lifestyle choices’ by vulnerable teenagers.  

• Write in non-judgemental terms. Such tone and expression are more likely to assist individuals to 

heal from trauma into the future. 

• Ask about what language the child or young person would like used in circumstances where 

practitioners are uncertain of what language is appropriate. 

• Use plain English – every day language. Resist the temptation to abbreviate, or to use 

overcomplex language. A key skill is being able to explain something complex in simple terms. 

This doesn’t ‘dumb down’ the content, but expresses issues in ways that can be understood by 

someone approaching the record over time and without the complex, embedded organisational 

understanding of the writer. 

• Differentiate between fact or observation and opinion.  

• Incorporate the child’s voice, and observe and document non verbal communication, such as 

body language and tone of voice.  

Practical implementation 

 

A significant cultural change is needed to address and actively change some of the perceptions and 

behaviours around creating records. Changing the organisational understanding of recordkeeping is 

fundamental to practice. Records are not an add on, or an extra burden. Ensuring that practitioners 

understand the implications of recordkeeping for the child repositions recordkeeping in practice.  

Recordkeeping is essential to practice. Linking records creation to the inherent rights of the child is a 

strategic alignment enabled by the Charter. This type of organisational realignment is part of the broader 

organisational cultural change. 

 

Where training and education on recordkeeping and child-centric mechanisms in writing is provided to 

students in their formal studies anecdotal evidence suggests that incorporating new ways of recording 

into existing organisational practice can be resisted. Requirements to revert to ‘house style’ can act as 

barriers to incorporating change in practice (Emond, 2021).  

 

 

Further Resources 

CELIS (2018, Winter). Focus on Stigma, language, perception and representation: ‘Being in Care’ is an 

experience not a definition’ Reach The CELCIS magazine, 12 https://www.celcis.org/knowledge-

bank/reach/issue-12-winter-2018 (accessed September 2021) 

Commission for Children and Young People, South Australia (2021), Empowerment and participation A 

guide for organisations working with children and young people, 

https://www.celcis.org/knowledge-bank/reach/issue-12-winter-2018
https://www.celcis.org/knowledge-bank/reach/issue-12-winter-2018
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https://www.unisa.edu.au/contentassets/af19f0a154cb4a208cef90e329ac0c5a/ccyp-

empowerment-and-participation-guide.pdf (accessed September 2021) 

Commissioner for Children, Tasmania (2015).  Involving children in decision making: Your quick practical 

guide [under 12] https://www.childcomm.tas.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Guide-to-

making-decisions-booklet.pdf (accessed September 2021) 

Donovan, L. (2018, May). The Voice of the Child Practice Guidance, Birmingham Children’s Trust 
https://www.bathnes.gov.uk/sites/default/files/sitedocuments/Children-and-Young-
People/Ofstead/childs_voice_practice_guidelines_and_quality_standards.pdf  (accessed 
September 2021) 

 
Each and Every Child (2021), Toolkit. https://eachandeverychild.co.uk/the-toolkit/ (accessed November 

2021) 
 
Hardy, R., (2017, June 7) Tips for social workers on case recording and recordkeeping, CommunityCare,  

https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2017/06/07/tips-social-workers-case-recording-record-

keeping/ (accessed September 2021) 

Mental Health Coordinating Council NSW (2018), Recovery Oriented Language Guide, 

https://mhcc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Recovery-Oriented-Language-

Guide_2019ed_v1_20190809-Web.pdf (accessed September 2021) 

Stanely, Y. (2019, July 24) What makes and effective case record Ofsted Blog  

https://socialcareinspection.blog.gov.uk/2019/07/24/what-makes-an-effective-case-record/ 

(accessed September 2021) 

Wilkins, D., (2013, January), Guide to case recording for social workers,  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/307864636_Guide_to_case_recording_for_social_wo

rkers (accessed September 2021) 

Training Resources  

Lillis, T. and Rae, L., Writing in Social Work Practice (WiSPER), 21  https://wisper.writinginsocialwork.com/  

Lillis, T. and Vallely, J. (2021, March)  Writing analysis for social work: Writing analysis in social care, Iriss,  

https://www.iriss.org.uk/resources/multimedia-learning-materials/writing-analysis-

social-care 
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