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�  Do we always fully understand the importance of 
recording? 

�  Do think enough about Why? and Who? 

�  Reporting to the Court 

�  Is the information accessible? 

�  Is the information complete and up to date? 

�  Do we distinguish facts and judgments? 

�  Have we provided assessment and analysis? 

�  Is our language inclusive? 

�  Are our managers fully engaged? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Learning from enquiries  
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Learning from enquiries

Those who cannot learn from 
history are doomed to repeat it

(George Santayana)

 
 
 

Some general messages: 
 
“The Social Services files examined did not reflect an adequate record of the work that social 
workers were undertaking with service users and families”  
SSI: Recording with Care 
 
“Numerous inquiries in the past have called for higher standards of case recording and the 
more thorough maintenance of case files by professionals from all agencies involved in the 
welfare of children. In view of the regularity with which deficiencies in this regard have been 
identified, it is disappointing to find them repeated with such regularity throughout Victoria's 
case.” 
Lord Laming: Victoria Climbié enquiry 
 
 

Learning from enquiries
� The importance of recording is not always 

understood
� We don’t always think enough about Why?

and Who?
� Information not accessible
� Incomplete or out of date
� Facts and judgments not distinguished
� Little assessment and analysis
� Oppressive language
� Managers not always fully engaged
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In Recording with Care: 
 
A Director says: 
My staff are good at what they do, not what they write down' 
 
A Social Worker says: 
“I didn't become a social worker because I wanted to be a typist or a computer 
programmer. I want to work with people, not waste my time in front of a machine”' 
 
 
But on the other hand: 
 
A Team Manager says: 
“I couldn't believe the information wasn't there! I kept thumbing through the file,  trying 
to find it. I know we've talked about lots of other things in supervision. I just thought it 
was being written down - but I don't have time to check!'” 
 
And, in the report of the Victoria Climbié enquiry, Lord Laming says 
“The case file is the single most important tool available to social workers and their managers 
when making decisions as to how best to safeguard the welfare of children under their care. 
It should clearly and accessibly record the available information concerning the child and the 
action that has been taken on the case to date. Reference to the case file should be made at 
every stage of the case and before any significant decision is made” 
 
“My concern regarding the Haringey case file is not that it contained glaring omissions, but 
rather that so little use would seem to have been made of it by those with responsibility for 
Victoria’s case. As I have mentioned earlier, the case file would not appear to have been 
read by Ms Baptiste at the time she allocated Victoria’s case to Ms Arthurworrey. Nor, it 
would seem, was any meaningful reference made to the file during the course of the 
supervision sessions in which Victoria’s case was briefly discussed.” 
 
“The lack of reference to the case file at these and other stages in Victoria’s case may go 
some way to explaining why so many important steps were missed. It is not difficult to 
envisage how, for example, the review during the course of supervision of the lengthy lists of 
action points produced after the two strategy meetings would have revealed that there was 
much outstanding work to be done. It is extremely frustrating to think how important a 
difference such a basic and self-evident element of good social work practice could have 
made in Victoria’s case. The information contained in Victoria’s case file should have been 
more than sufficient to prompt effective social work intervention in her case. That it was not 
read at key points is indicative of extremely poor practice and a matter much to be regretted.” 
 
“More astonishing still was the admission by Ms Kozinos that they did not follow the 
supervision policy of Haringey Social Services. Specifically, she claimed that the supervision 
policy was regarded as having been superseded by the custom and practice in Haringey of 
not reading the case files. The tragic consequence of this was that nobody in Haringey – not 
even Ms Arthurworrey – ever read Victoria’s case file in its entirety” 
 
“Ms Richardson commented that there was “resistance from some staff in Haringey about 
using the written word at all”. 
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Framing your writing

You will want to consider the usual 
questions:  
How, Who, What, When, Where and 
Why. 

In the planning phase, start with 
•Why (are you writing this)? 
•Who (for whom is it intended)?

 

 
Exercise 
 
Read the following pieces of case recording placed on the file of a local authority 
Social Services Department Family Support Team. Critically appraise these. What do 
they tell you? Why and for whom were they written? 
 
 

1. 11.1.01 Met with Mrs Smith. She is a highly manipulative woman who tried to force 
me to accept her point of view at every turn. She would not listen to any of my 
suggestions and I therefore decided to arrange to call again when her husband 
was at home, as I have in the past, found him more reasonable. 

 

2. 11.1.01 Visited Mrs Smith at her home. The house was well presented and tidy. 
Following my recent discussion with J Bloggs (Team Manager), I suggested to Mrs 
Smith that it was felt that the children might benefit from a short period in the care 
of the local authority on a voluntary basis, but Mrs Smith felt that they needed to be 
accommodated permanently. I arranged to call on 13.1.01 when Mr Smith would 
be present.  
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3. 11.1.01 Popped in on Joan. Asked her what she thought about Respite Care for the 
kids as Jerry Bloggs says we can’t be taking any more children into long-term 
accommodation because we are over our target numbers. She wasn’t having any so I 
cut my losses and ran. Will try again on Friday when Derek will be in as I may have 
more luck with him. 

 

4. 11.1.01 DV to Mrs S re LAC request. Not keen on STRC and is holding out for PP. 
CSRP meets 14.1.01 but TL says no chance. Will complete CR1 any way and submit 
to JB to present. Further DV in 3/7 for discussion with Mr S. 

 

5    11.1.01 Called to see Mrs Smith by appointment. I expected this to be a very difficult 
visit as I had to broach the possibility of offering her some respite care for the children 
since Jerry Bloggs had told me that he thought there was little chance that the 
Resources Panel would agree to a long-term placement. I knew that Mrs Smith felt 
strongly that her children needed to be placed away from home permanently and 
anticipated that she might be quite angry about my suggestion. I therefore rehearsed 
with the other student in the team how I would handle the situation so that I was well 
prepared. I started the discussion by allowing Mrs Smith to ventilate her feelings and 
made it clear that I accepted and understood the stress which she was placed under. I 
then informed her that I had talked to Jerry about the situation and that I needed to 
discuss the information which I had received about the position regarding long term 
placement. I explained carefully what I had learned from Jerry about the present state 
of the allocations system and its implications for her request for care. Contrary to my 
expectations, Mrs Smith did not become angry but said she understood what I was 
saying. However, she did not feel that the degree of danger to which her children were 
being exposed was fully realised. She felt that they were very severely at risk. Jerry 
Bloggs had discussed with me the Department’s current approach to risk assessment 
and we had considered where Mrs Smith’s children fell within this scheme. I was 
therefore able to explain this to Mrs Smith, giving her the opportunity to query anything 
she was uncertain of, thus attempting to empower her and to work in partnership to 
develop a package of care. 

Mrs Smith then suggested that her marriage was under severe stress because of the 
difficulties she was encountering over the children’s behaviour. As a result she felt that 
the situation might be about to break down entirely. It was therefore necessary for me 
to consider whether the family was about to enter into a state of active crisis. I did not 
form the impression that the situation had reached the point where all the family’s 
coping mechanisms were beginning to break down. I therefore concluded that the 
situation was one of urgency rather than crisis. Mrs Smith was displaying very 
negative attitudes to her children. I felt that it might be helpful to explore these in some 
depth, as it might be possible to alleviate the situation by dealing with repressed 
feelings resulting from her own childhood. I did not feel very confident in pursuing this 
line of investigation as I had been absent of the day when a psychosocial approach to 
casework had been covered but I had undertaken some further study in the library… 
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Your evaluation 
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Reporting to the Court

Two main purposes:
� To help the court to decide if there are 

grounds for making an order 
� To help the Court to decide what action, 

if any, should be taken 

 
 
 

Reporting to the Court

May seem like a chore BUT:
� Can get everything down (less risk of forgetting 

something or missing it out)

� You can check the information and make sure it is 
accurate.

� You can spend time thinking about how you 
express things 

� The Court and the other parties will read in 
advance, so may have less time in the witness box:
– Should only be asked about disputed parts of the 

statement 

– The other side may not need to ask questions or may 
even fold!

 
 
 

Statements must

� Be signed and dated
� Include a prescribed formal declaration 
� Have various case related details in the 

top right hand corner of the first page.

Theoretically, anything which meets 
these requirements is OK. However…
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Selling you opinion

� Presentation

� Content

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Presentation

� Make it pretty and easy to read
– Neat 

– Double spaced

– One side only

– Numbered paragraphs and pages
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Language

� Good grammar 
� Good sentence construction 
� Simple sentences 
� No unnecessary, unexplained jargon
� Appropriate tone (formal so no slang, no 

contractions, no use of first names for 
adults)

� Sensitively phased (but not watered 
down)

 
 
 

Content problems

� Incomplete

� Biased

� Conclusions and recommendations 
poorly argued and justified (or absent 
altogether)

 
 
 

What do they want to know?

� Who you are
� Why you are reporting 
� The facts of the case
� The conclusions to be drawn from the 

facts 
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Introduction

� Qualifications & current employment 
� Experience and expertise
� How long involved with family and 

capacity 
� Purpose of statement (‘in support of 

application for’...)
� Sources of information from which the 

report is compiled

 
 
 

The facts

� Family composition (attach a genogram)
� Background history (family and 

individual)
� Recent events (including the results of 

any assessment undertaken during the 
case)

 
 

The facts
� Tell the story chronologically without too 

much editorialising
� Facts sufficient to satisfy the threshold criteria 

or to justify the recommendations made (and 
also to refute counter arguments)

� First hand evidence is best but give source of 
any information (Can include hearsay)

� Where facts are disputed either omit or say 
so

� Make sure that you have put information as 
fully and accurately as possible (Checklist: 
Who, what, when, where, how)
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Bias and Balance

� Include information favourable to the 
other side as well as that favourable to 
yours 

� It is your job to make judgements but: 
– avoid empty evaluative words like 

inappropriate, worrying, inadequate 
– Give evidence for descriptive words like 

cold, dirty and untidy

� Beware the danger of facts

 
 
 
 
 
 

Bias and Balance

Born in 1942, he was sentenced to 5 
years imprisonment at the age of 25. 
After 5 unsuccessful fights, he gave up 
his attempt to make a career in boxing 
in 1981 and has since had no other 
regular employment
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Conclusions and recommendations

Problems:
� Unsupported assertions or judgements
� Inability or unwillingness to analyse and 

draw conclusions

 
 
 
 

Conclusions and recommendations

� Summarise the main issues and the 
conclusions to be drawn from them. 
(The facts do not necessarily speak for 
themselves; it is your job to speak for 
them.) 

� Draw conclusions from the facts and 
recommendations from the conclusions 

� Explain how you arrived at your 
conclusions (Have you demonstrated 
the factual/theoretical basis for each?)  
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Conclusions and recommendations
In particular:
� Why the Court should not apply the ‘no order’ 

principle. (Don’t take this for granted.)
� Application of the welfare checklist to this case (A 

very useful framework, but do not rely on this to 
summarise all your evidence)

� Consideration of the range of powers open to the 
Court. Assess each relevant option in turn. 

� Discuss and argue the conclusions reached by other 
parties.

� Accompanied by a care plan if care order is being 
sought (including an interim)

 
 
 
 

Conclusions and recommendations
� In drawing conclusions be aware of the 

extent and limitations of your own expertise. 
� Conclusions may be supported by research 

(Don’t go outside expertise; be careful with 
new or controversial theories; be aware of 
counter arguments) 

� In a final report, the recommendation MUST 
be specific (not either/or)

� Remember: conclusions may be attacked in 
only two ways
– founded on incorrect information
– based on incorrect principles of social work
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For whom are we recording?

� Service users
� Social workers
� Managers
� Legal advisers
� Other agencies
� Insurers
� Councillors

 
 
 
 

Why record?
� History
� Support partnerships
� Provide continuity
� Facilitate reflection, analysis and planning
� Support professional development
� Evidence for resources
� Management monitoring

� Evidence for enquiries and investigations
� Evidence of acceptable standards
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Inaccessible information 
 
“However, it may be that a contributory factor in the failure of various professionals 
involved in Victoria’s case to read the file was that the information was not presented 
in a sufficiently convenient and accessible way. If only a limited amount of time is 
available for supervision, for example, the manager concerned may feel it is not 
worth spending it trying to make sense of a jumble of papers in the file. 
 
This is one of the reasons why I regard the inclusion in any case file of a clear, 
comprehensive and up-to-date chronology as absolutely essential. In addition to 
saving valuable time that would otherwise be spent trying to extract the relevant 
information from a number of documents, such a chronology would also help to 
identify actions ordered on the case which had yet to be completed. The discipline of 
preparing the initial chronology at the outset of the case is also valuable given that it 
would require the allocated social worker carefully to read the file before embarking 
upon the assessment.”  

(Lord Laming) 
 
 
 
 

Inaccessible information

� Files very long
� Files very badly structured
� Patterns missed
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Failure of cumulativeness

Threshold for
intervention

S
E
X
U
A
L

A
B
U
S
E

P
H
Y
S
I
C
A
L

A
B
U
S
E

N
E
G
L
E
C
T

N
E
G
L
E
C
T

N
E
G
L
E
C
T

N
E
G
L
E
C
T

 
 
 
 
 

What’s the problem?

� Chronic abuse and the principle of 
cumulativeness
� Incidents scattered through files

� The problem of proportionality 

� Acclimatisation 
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Incomplete or out of date

“Kouao always dressed immaculately. Her 
clothing and jewellery seemed expensive and her 
hair was very well done. She did not in any way 
look destitute, contrary to what she always 
claimed. In contrast, Victoria was poorly dressed. 
I cannot recall exactly what she wore but there 
were times when she did not seem to be dressed 
appropriately. She always appeared to look as if 
she was in hand-me-down clothes. I thought she 
looked shabbily dressed” 

 
 
 
 
 

Incomplete or out of date
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Information handling
� Picking out the important from a mass of data
� Interpretation
� Distinguishing fact/opinion; too 

trusting/insufficiently critical
� Mistrusted source

� Decoyed by another problem
� False certainty; undue faith in a ‘known fact’
� Discarding information which does not fit
� First impressions/assumptions

Department of Health  (1991) Child abuse: A study 
of inquiry reports, 1980-1989, HMSO,
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Assessment and analysis
� Suspected injuries and unconfirmed bruises over 

limbs - not explained. 

� Previous history of abuse by older sibling - off Child 
Protection Register 

� Single mother and new boyfriend 

� Concern by school staff about negligence in hygiene, 
clothing and school attendance 

� Growth at the third centile - no medical reason 

� Uncle visiting - ex-convict 

� Mother was abused as a child 

� Financial problems - on social security

 
 
Example 1 

He is a young boy who is confused about his current situation. Until the child care 
planning meeting confirms the long-term future plans for him he will effectively remain 
in limbo. This is affecting his ability to feel secure. He is noticeably anxious at school 
on Mondays prior to contact at home and he therefore learns very little on that day. 
By Wednesday of each week he calms down again. 
 
Example 2 

Mr and Mrs Green complain of their daughter©s lack of interest in her personal care. 
She is reluctant to bath, rarely washes her hair, change her underwear or clothes etc. 
The ©Independence and Adaptive Behaviour in Adults with Williams© Syndrome© study 
states that individuals with this condition often ©require prompting and supervision 
even when performing routine tasks such as washing and dressing© and that this is 
due to their limited fine motor functioning, lack of persistence and distractibility. 
As part of Williams© syndrome, Gemma is hypersensitive to noise which causes her 
distress and pain and makes it difficult to concentrate in a classroom situation. The 
pattern of behaviour is being easily distracted and wandering off - either around or 
out of school - and this means that she should really be monitored in a one-one 
situation. When this has been able to take place she has responded very well. The 
majority of children with Williams© syndrome do not remain in mainstream school. . . 
Many sufferers of Williams© syndrome have moderate to severe learning difficulties 
where their verbal abilities are markedly superior to visuospacial abilities and to gross 
and fine motor skills. Studies into this condition found high rates of emotional and 
behavioural disturbances including overactivity, poor concentration, attention-seeking 
behaviours, eating and sleeping difficulties and poor peer relationships. 
 
 

 



� � � � �� �� 
 � �� � �� 
 �� �� � 




20 
 

     
�

�

Inclusive writing 

What might be considered oppressive writing? One test to apply might be ©How would I feel if 

this was written about me?© Another is ©What would a lawyer make of this?©  

Have a look at following examples and then make some notes against each one about what 

you think is oppressive.  

Mr and Mrs B are of low ability and this has been a factor in their neglect of their children. 
The family home is often untidy and is badly organised. Mr and Mrs B have been 
unresponsive to attempts to help them.  

Mrs H is dirty in her habits, her flat is strewn with litter and half-eaten food. A neighbour told 
me Mrs H had been shoplifting in Sainsbury©s but was not discovered.  

I noticed there was a piece of half-eaten quiche on the high chair, and on inspecting the 
kitchen found the bread bin was empty. Obviously Mrs J shows a lack of parenting skill in 
respect of her children.  

A very clever woman, somewhat neurotic. Enmeshed relationship with second son (also very 
bright). Sex with husband? Likely parasuicidal attempts in past. Interesting to do joint work 
with female worker - sexual attraction to male therapist?  

Mary reported that she had a bad week. It was particularly bad on Monday when she had 
ended up by throwing a saucepan through the kitchen window. Her attitude made me wonder 
how her access to Daniel, her 8 year old son, would go this week. 

Mrs V came in today with three children. She seemed very angry because she had been kept 
awake last night with her baby crying. She did not want to play with her children and told 
them to go away. 

 

Managers not fully engaged

� No comprehensive recording policy
� No reading and signing of files

� No recording of decisions and 
advice/instructions on files

� Inadequate auditing

 



recording guidelines  
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1 Be clear about the purpose of the record 
 
2 Know where you are going to record it. 
 
3 Distinguish facts from opinion 
 

·  verifiable factual information 
·  direct observations 
·  understandings 
·  hearsay 
·  opinions, judgments, assessments, evaluations and 

recommendations 
 
4 Remember to be accurate, relevant and concise while still 

providing a complete record. 
 
5 Be clear what you are going to write about. 
 
6 Write legibly in ink. Do not use Tippex (sorry, correction fluid). 
 
7 Use clear and unambiguous language. 
 
8 Use language that is respectful. 
 
9 Sign and date each piece of recorded information, including 

messages. 
 
10 Be aware of confidentiality. 
 
11 Indicate who or where the information has come from. 
 
12 Check the accuracy of the record with the service user, if 

appropriate. 



managing the task  
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·  Recognise that recording is an important task, not just for the agency but for the 
service user or carer.  

·  See recording as an integral and important part of your practice.  

·  Plan your recording. Allocate time to record and minimise interruptions and 
diversions.  

·  Record information as you go along. Keeping information in your head to record 
at a later date may result in key information being forgotten.  

·  Allowing recording in complex cases to accumulate can result in you being 
confronted by a seemingly impossible amount of paper work.  

 

sharing and access  
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