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Practice Guide 10:  Talking back to the Record 
 

 
Key implementation messages 

Implementation of ‘talking back to the record’ may occur at any time in a child’s life. In this Advice, the 

term ‘child’ and ‘individual’ has been used, but it is intended to apply for the whole of the life, including 

during time in Care and the child as Care Leaver. Implementation may include: 

• Making the idea of ‘talking back’ to the record a normal part of practice for both practitioner and 

child, and a means of participating in the record 

• The annotation should always appear at the front of any future access to the record, making the 

individual’s view the priority 

• No organisational editing of the individual’s annotation/amendment should be undertaken. The 

annotation should represent the unfiltered voice of the child, at whatever age 

• Acknowledgement that ownership of the annotation does not lie with the organisation but 

always with the individual. This includes the rights of copyright, access, location of the alternative 

version (for example, if linked to an external source), and destruction 

• In paper formats, an additional page can be added to the front of the record to incorporate the 

alternative version. This should be labelled to indicate that it has been added, with the name 

(optional), date and context of the annotation. The context of the annotation should be written 

by, or in consultation with, the author of the alternative version. Where non-paper formats are 

used to create the alternative version (for example, an oral recording), these should be 

maintained as a separate record with relationships made between the original record and the 

alternative version  

• Multiple alternative responses should be enabled  

• Books, reminiscences, responses in art or other creative mechanisms may be the individual’s 

response to their time in Care. Where notified of such a response, the record should contain 

references or links to the child’s response wherever possible  

• Extending the ability to talk back to the record to close family (as culturally defined) with 

permission of the individual required during their lifetime. 

 

Archival practice should also include: 

• Truthful acknowledgement of practices of the past that have, and continue, to cause pain to 

individuals. Such acknowledgment is a form of respecting the individuals and communities 

affected by past practices. It is a potent form of truth telling and a component of healing. 

 

Why is this important? 

What is written in records can affect decisions made about children and individuals. Revised practice that 

includes the voice of the child and how records about them are written will, in time, remove the need for 

children (at any stage of their life) to annotate or talk back to the record. 

Older records, however, have generally not included the voice of the child. These older records may 

contain interpretations, or even facts, that do not align with the individual’s view of events. In these 
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circumstances, statutory rights exist in Freedom of Information/Right to Information and Privacy 

legislation to include annotations. As discussed below, annotating records using these statutory rights can 

be less than satisfactory if a person wants a different story told. A more empathetic process can be used 

to enable inclusion of alternative interpretations from the perspective of the child (and their future 

selves). In this Practice Guide the term ‘talking back to the records’ has been used to extend the statutory 

right of annotation to a less formal and more empathetic process. 

Talking back to the record should be understood as a powerful corrective corollary to organisational 

harms of the past and their reflection in records, offering individuals the ability to claim back their past. 

Annotation 

The right to annotate records about oneself is typically contained in Freedom of Information/Right to 

Information legislation. The ability to annotate is usually restricted to information that is: 

• Inaccurate – factually incorrect 

• Incomplete  

• Out of date – where new information has come into existence rendering the information obsolete 

• Would give a misleading impression.  

Often, under these legislative provisions, individuals have to apply to have information amended or 

changed. The request may require evidence to substantiate the assertions. Consideration of the request 

is then mediated by an organisational decision maker. 

All in all, this process is fairly forbidding, particularly for a child or an adult Care Leaver. The steps would 

be a child/Care Leaver having access to the record, becoming disturbed or upset enough to want to 

correct the record and then a process to have their own views mediated by someone in the organisation. 

It is far from a satisfactory process. 

Applying statutory law to right of reply should be the last resort. A more empathetic approach is that 

outlined below of talking back to the record. 

Talking back to the record 

Talking back to the record is often called the right of reply.  This is ability to challenge the depiction of an 

individual or events presented in records by providing an alternative account, not restricted to limitations 

of the purely statutory right. Where justification for this broader approach is needed, it can be seen as a 

generous interpretation of the statutory right. 

Talking back to the record extends into the participatory model of recordkeeping in which record subjects 

are repositioned as record agents – participants in the act of record creation.  

Talking back to the record actively encourages the person at the centre of the record to include their own 

interpretations. By its nature, talking back to the record is looking backwards – the record exists and this 

is a response to the record. Such responses can take many forms, including written accounts, voice 

recordings, art work or formal or informal life stories. The process of talking back to the records can be 

undertaken at any point during a lifetime.  
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Talking back to the record as a form of redress 

Talking back to the record is a form of redress – it enables the individual to challenge the organisational 

record and to present their interpretation as the primary interpretation. Implementing this implies a 

much stronger organisational acceptance of past harm reflected in the record. It is extra judicial and 

creates an environment in which the individual does not have to comply with rules of Freedom of 

Information/Right to Information legislation to enable the response.  It is more aligned to a healing 

process than the more formal annotation. It doesn’t have to be strictly aligned to a specific record or 

specific fact, but can be a general response. 

Privileging the individual’s account 

Where an individual has taken the time to talk back to the record, their response should be presented 

first when any further access to the record is given. The response record is privileged, to be read in 

advance of the formal record. 

Extension of talking back to the record to close family members 

Talking back to the record should not be restricted to the individual, although they should be in complete 

control during their lifetime. Over time, close family members should also be allowed to talk back to the 

records. As with permissive access to records, close family has been identified in the DSS Access Principles 

and Best Practice Guidelines (Department of Social Security, 2015) as ‘parents, grandparents, siblings – 

including half siblings, aunts, uncles and first cousins.’  

Conflicting views 

Conflicting accounts may arise over time. It is not for the organisation to determine the ‘correct’ account. 

The alternative version created by the individual who is the subject of the record should always be 

presented first. If future alternative accounts conflict, these should be added to the record without 

mediation by the organisation. Multiple alternative versions should be allowed. 

Changing practice 

A much better approach to the issue of annotating records is to reimagine processes so that the need to 

undertake annotations on the current records becomes redundant. To do this, the child would be able to 

express their opinions and have their voice heard as part of the records creation process (see further 

Practice Advice 5: Creating child centred records). Once that right is fully implemented, requirements to 

tell alternative stories amended to the official record should diminish if not disappear. 
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