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Foreword

Accurate, up-to-date-recording is an important
part of social work practice. There are a number
of reasons for this. When an emergency arises
and the worker on the case is unavailable, an
important clue to the client’s problem is of no
value if itis locked in the worker’s brain. As my
supervisor used to say when | let my recording
wait for a while, “What will we know about Mr.
Xifyou’re run over by a taxi on your way home
tonight?” Then again, in this world of malprac-
tice suits there is the question of accountability.
What did the worker actually do or not do? Good
recording is also necessary for research, but
what is sometimes not understood is that good
recording can actually lead to better practice by
helping a worker organize her thoughts and her
data. Recording isn’t just paperwork or some-
thing social workers have to do, alas. It is an
integral part of a social worker’s responsibility.

I was brought up in the era of process record-
ing, inwhich everything that either I or the client
had said had to be included in the record. This
was great for teaching, but it was a weariness of
the flesh. We hated it, partly, I think, because it
tended to disclose as much about us as it did
about our clients. 1 made a study once that
showed that emergencies occured twice as often
duringworkers’ scheduled time to record asthey
did at other times.

Some of us can remember, too, the three-
inch-thick record from which it was almost
impossible to find important data. | once found
a medical diagnosis that might have saved a
client’s life sandwiched between two lists of
clothing. We later turned to summaries, which
were more helpful in finding data, but which

weren’t much good for accountability. Summa-
ries were often too brief and too selective.

The authors of this guide seem to me to have
arrived at a method of recording that meets all
criteria. They provide a series of “tools,” which
they insist are not forms, only two of which are
more than a front and back of a page, beginning
atinquiry and ending at transfer or closing. They
reflect A Model for Excellence in Adult Services
Administration and Social Work Practice, is-
sued in 1992, and to me their great value is that
while their use can be flexible and allow for the
worker’s initiative, they ask all the necessary
questionsand help the worker organize her or his
thinking. They are also nothing like so time-
consuming as some previous methods. As forms,
which in one sense they are, they are well
designed and allow adequate space for answers.
Although at first sight this method may look to
be impersonal because the tools do look like
forms, this is, | believe, a real breakthrough in
the often-neglected art of recording.

Alan Keith-Lucas

Alumni Distinguished Professor Emeritus
University of North Carolina

August 1994
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Chapter 1

Introduction

“The hard partisn’tthe writing; the hard partisthe
thinking.” Thisis William Zinsser’sreflectionon
the everyday writing that most people must do as
part of their jobs (1988, p. 56), and it certainly
appliesto the writing social workers do to record
their work with clients. Clear thinking and a
sound practice model will not make record keep-
ing completely painless, but they will go a long
way to making itquicker, easier,and more useful
to the social worker and the client.

Thisguide seeksto make record keeping both
more understandable and easier. It does this by
developingafunction-oriented model that wraps
itself around and reinforces the thinking associ-
ated with the Family Assessment and Change
Process, which grew out of the central stages
outlined in A Model for Excellence in Adult
Services Administration and Social Work Prac-
tice (CARES 1992; hereafter called A Model for
Excellence). The record-keeping method pre-
sented inthisguide isdesignedto capture both the
social worker’s “reflective thinking and profes-
sional judgement,” as well as provide a concise,
usable account of why adult clients come to the
agency or are referred for services, what the
presenting problemis, what goals are developed,
whatinterventionsare planned and implemented,
how the interventions worked for the client, and
what if any aftercare is provided (Kane 1974).

This guide does not describe state and local

policies or issues of compliance in record keep-
ing. While admittedly important, such issues as
record retention and confidentiality can be better
addressed through state and local policy and
procedural manuals. The purposes of this guide
are to teach and promote the kind of documenta-
tion that supports excellent adult services social
work practice.

Some of the tools and instructions presented
inthis guide will surely look familiar; others may
representasubstantial change in your social work
practice and record keeping method. This method
isnot meantto be an additional chore for you, but
rather anew approach thatsupportsexcellence in
adult services social work practice.

This introductory chapter sets the stage for
understanding and using the record-keeping
method outlined in this guide. It begins by dis-
cussing various uses associated with the adult
servicesrecord, followed by abrief description of
the Family Assessment and Change Process for
Adult Services, to highlight the social work prac-
tice behind the record. It is in relation to the
Family Assessmentand Change Processthatthis
function-oriented record-keeping method pro-
vides a step-by-step, chapter-by-chapter discus-
sion of social work practice, tools and the guide-
lines for completing them, case applications, iden-
tification of frequently asked questions, and sum-
maries of key points associated with each step.
This chapter concludes with a discussion of the
physical organization and potential automation of
the record and a summary of key points.

The Practice Method behind

the Record-Keeping Model

The cornerstone of A Model for Excellence’s
approach to social work practice with adults and
their families is its focus on the functioning of
adultclients, and specifically, on making changes
in functioning that improve the quality of their
lives. Socialworkinterventions focus on preventing
new lossesinfunctioning, maintaining currentfunc-
tional abilities, or rehabilitation as the bestavenues
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e N
Goals for the New Record-

Keeping Tools in Adult
Services Social Work

For line social workers the tools should:
1. support the steps of practice recom-
mended in A Model for Excellence
2. promptsocial workers to gather
information inaholistic manner
3. demonstrate social workers’ reflec-
tive thinking and professional
judgment
4. captureimportantinformationand
decisions clearly in as little space as
possible and with a minimum of
burden to client/family and the
social worker
5. provide case continuity and an
historical context for chronic prob-
lems.
For supervisors, the tools should provide a
basis for:
1. supervisingappropriate practice
stepsand interventions
2. identifyingskillsand competencies
needed by social workers
3. givingconsultationatcritical deci-
sion points
4. evaluating the effectiveness of adult
services practice (including quality
and timeliness) and programs.

- /

for improving the client’s well-being. The Family
Assessmentand Change Process used here doesnot
try to deal with remote or historical origins of
problems in functioning (Reid 1978); rather, it ad-
dressesthose factorsbothexternalandinternal tothe
individual thatare contributingtothe problem. Asan
adult services social worker, you concentrate on
those factors that you and the client together can
change.

Although the empowerment of adult clients
includesthe recognitionof each client’sautonomy,
the Family Assessmentand Change Process also

recognizes that adults, like children, function
within a family system. Adult services workers
have long relied on family members as resources
for the clientand have also sometimes seen them
ascontributorstothe client’s problems. The fam-
ily-centered approach asks them to look beyond
these ideas to see the complex interaction be-
tweenthe clientand all parts of the family—both
involved and absent. It recognizes that families
have unique histories, values, manners, roles, and
functions that shape the lives of their members,
and that changes that affect one member have
repercussions forall.

The core activities of the Family Assessment
and Change Process start with intake and screen-
ing, followed by a comprehensive functional
assessment, development ofachecklistfor change
andestablishing goals, planning for interventions
andservices, implementing the service plan, moni-
toring and reassessment, and case closing. Other
competencies included in the process are clinical
skills, resource developmentand coordinationskills,
program-specific skills, and record-keeping skills.
(Figure 1showsthe Family Assessmentand Change
Process, and the tools used to document each of the
coreskills).

Elements of Function-Oriented
Record Keeping
The function-oriented record-keeping method in
this guide builds on, records, and documents the
principal steps in the Family Assessment and
Change Process for adult services practice. The
major elements of the function-oriented record
include: (1) the collection of necessary intake and
functional assessment data to identify problem
areas and areas of strength; (2) the identification
of a Checklist for Change stemming from the
intake and assessment; (3) the development of
goal statements and service plans to address de-
sired changes; (4) the monitoring of day-to-day
activities, quarterly reviews, reassessments, and
finally, (5) case closing or transfer.
Function-oriented record keeping provides
social workers with a structured approach to
documentation by highlighting the linkages be-
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T

he Family Assessment and Change Process and the Record-
Keeping Tools That Support It
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tween the various steps in the Family Assessment
and Change Process. In the absence of a struc-
tured approach, social workers run the risk of
jumping from presenting problem at intake to
recommending a service intervention without
fully exploring the intervening steps. A compre-
hensive functional assessment may point to dif-
ferentproblems, goals, and service packages than
you and the clientand family originally believed
appropriate. It calls on you to help them think
more critically about the nature of the problems
andstrengths, the best obtainable goals, interven-
tionsto reach those goals, and evaluation of those
interventions against the outcomes all of you
were anticipating.

Farewell to Open-Ended Narrative

Under the record-keeping system demonstrated
in this guide, everything essential that would
traditionally have been recorded in narrative
form or dictation will appear on one of the
tools. For most social workers, this represents
a large change—welcome for some and un-
comfortable for others. Even for those who
have never liked doing narrative, the process of
recording ontools may seem awkward at first.
Aswithany new skill, you probably won’t feel
entirely comfortable until you have had a little
practice.

On the other hand, this is not an entirely new
skill foryou. The abilities of observation, descrip-
tion, and deduction that you used to create good
narrative are the same ones you will use to do
good documentation on the tools. The structured
nature of the tools should allow you to cover the
points important to you and your supervisor in a
consistent, easy-to-find, and less time-consuming
manner. In most cases, you will need fewer words
to doacomplete job. However, if your style is to
write very detailed dictation, you can still add as
much as you desire by using the “additional
comments” sections of tools and by attaching
additional pages as needed.

Organization of the Guide
Drawing uponthe Family Assessmentand Change

Process, Chapters 2 through 9 of this guide ad-
dressthe social work practice behind each stepin
the function-oriented record-keeping method.
Each chapter presents recommendedtools, shows
you the use of these tools with a case example,
identifies frequently asked questionsinrelationto
the particular step inthe process, and summarizes
with key points.

Chapter 2 addresses client intake and neces-
sary identifying data collected on the face sheet.
Chapter 3 details the data collection and assess-
ment process. Drawing on assessment findings,
Chapter 4 demonstrates some ways to summarize
them. Chapter 5 shows how to document two
steps prerequisite to planning services: the client
and family’s Checklist for Change and the func-
tion-oriented goals that go with each item on the
Checklist. Based on those goals, Chapter 6 ad-
dresses service planning. Chapter 7 covers day-
to-day monitoring activities and quarterly re-
views, while Chapter 8 describes annual reas-
sessments. Chapter 9 concludeswith case closing
ortransfer. The appendix provides full-sized cop-
ies of all tools, which can be duplicated for use in
your agency. However, tools can also be ordered
from the Forms and Supplies Branch of the
Division of Social Services. In addition, the ap-
pendix provides copies of additional screening
and assessment tools that you might sometimes
use as part of the assessment process. These
include the genogram, ecomap, economic assess-
mentwork sheet, Geriatric Depression Scale, and
six-item Blessed Scale.

The chapters are written in an informal style
that we hope you will find clear, practical, and
“user-friendly.” A single case example runs
through all of the chapters, showing the entire
record-keeping scheme for a single client. The
text also briefly discusses some alternate ex-
amples in instances where the sample case is not
verytypical.

This manual can stand alone as an instruc-
tional tool. Nevertheless, if more than one social
worker inanagency is learning to use this method,
it may be more efficient for a supervisor or other

Social Worker’'s Guide
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trainer to teach the materials. For that reason, a
separate set of trainers’ notes giving suggested
lessonoutlines, additional examples, sample trans-
parencies and handouts, and group or individual
exercises is provided to each agency.

Physical Organization of the
Record

Thetask of record keeping is made easier when it
is informed by clear thinking. It is also made
easierwhenitisorganizedinamanner thatisboth
understandable and accessible. The uses of the
case record are multiple. Essential to effective
practice, you need a record in which it is easy to
find information such as:

» thepresenting problem

e involvement of family members and

collateral service providersalready
helping the client

e importantassessment findings

» goalsestablished by the client, family,

and social worker

e service plans that have been developed

e monitoring notes and reviews

e  reassessmentdata.

Your supervisor needs to review records to
provide ongoing supervision to you and to en-
gage in administrative planning and reporting.
Administrators need to access information to
identify presenting problems and through them
the community’s perceived need for services.
Administrators also use case record information
to obtain a census of clients and to measure
service use and the costs associated with it, in
order to plan for the short and the long term.

We recommend that all case records be in-
dexed using a system of tabs and/or alternating
color codes. At a minimum, each case record
should contain the following sections: (1) face
sheet and intake; (2) assessment; quarterly re-
views; and reassessment tools; (3) service plans
including goals; (4) case closing and/or transfer,
(5) policy compliance documentation, (6) corre-
spondence, and (7) asection or sections for other
pertinent materials as your agency determines

necessary (forexample, sections related to guard-
ianship orders or financial data for payees). In
addition, there should be a separate section con-
taining all confidential reports and correspon-
dence.

Inaddition, we suggestafrontclamp or other
arrangement to help keep your temporary Con-
tact/Activity Log sheets, which serveasarecord
of day-to-day activities onthe client’s behalf, but
which can in many cases be discarded after
relevantinformation is recorded onthe quarterly
reviews. Information in each section should be
organized chronologically, with the most recent
information first. Figure 2, on the next page,
presentsagraphicillustration of thisorganization
scheme.

Automating Case Records

The information contained in clients’ records,
whether it is identifying data such as the client’s
name and case number or more substantive infor-
mationaboutthe client’s problemsand strengths,
goals, and outcomes, can be quite a burden to
record and maintain. Workers usually lamentthe
amount of time spent on finding and keeping
records current. Automation can be a partial
solution to this problem.

Repetitive tasks and information lend them-
selves especially well to automation. For ex-
ample, you write some or all of the identifying
information—the client’sname, case number, ID
number, social security number, address, etc.—
on every tool, report, and piece of correspon-
dence about the client. It is possible through
automation to enter this information only once
and have itautomatically entered into subsequent
tools.

Automation also helps in finding informa-
tion. You may file information in your filing
cabinetbyaclient’s lastname, butif you only had
his/her social security number, case number, or
address, you would not be able to find the file
quickly. By using acomputer, you can search for
any discrete piece of informationthatmay beina
person’srecord.

Chapter1
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Case Record Organization
h Assessment, )
— Face_s eet Quarterly Serylce plans
Client's ((:jase and |nt_ake Reviews, (with goals)
recor materials Reassessments
Other
Closing Needed for Correspondence (some counties, Confidential
or compliance some kinds of
Transfer (e.g.receipts) Cases)
5B E = =

You can also sort or organize your informa-
tion in different ways. Using the filing cabinet
idea, you can rearrange the files from alphabeti-
cally by last name to numerically by zip code,
case number, or date. You could find groups of
records that fall into a certain category or combi-
nation of categories, such asage, sex, race, urgent
need, specific problem, or goal. Automationalso
provides different ways of viewing and printing
information, which may provide new insights
into relationships between different information
that is usually physically separated (located on
different tools). For example, you could printouta
client’s progress on one particular long-term goal
from the three quarterly reviews and the reassess-
menttogetaclearer picture of howwork inthisarea
was progressing.

These automation tools are known as data-
bases. Examples of database software packages
are dBase 5.0, Microsoft Access, PerFormPro
Plus, and Claris FileMaker Pro. Dramatic im-
provements in database creation, operation, and
maintenance makes using these database tools
easier than ever for the novice. With some initial
effortdevoted to setup, this software offers excit-
ing possibilities for the future of adult services

record keeping. If you are interested in this tech-
nology, ask your instructor/supervisor if you have
access to database software. (We hopeto provide
more guidance on the use of this technology to you
and your agency in the future.)

Even if your computer system is limited to
word-processing software, you can produce a
“list processing file” of your clients (the same way
you keep a mailing list) and then use “field
names” to insert names, addresses, and numbers
fromthese fields into your word-processing docu-
ments. You can also automate many of the stan-
dardizedtoolsand formsand record the informa-
tion on screen rather than sending it to a clerical
worker to be typed. One person in your office
couldcreateablank ortemplate version of the tool
andthenmake itavailable through your computer
network, if you have one, or by “sneaker net”
(taking it from machine to machine on adiskette).
Then for each new client, you simply bringup a
copy of the template, enter your data, and save it
under a new file name.

You may use any word-processing program
instead of the contact/activity log discussed in
Chapter 7. However, because computer file names
are restricted to eight characters, you need to let

Social Worker’'s Guide
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your supervisor and at least one colleague know
your file-naming and subdirectory conventions
sothatthey can find the log for any givenclientin
your absence. If you do not have or like to use a
computer for your notes, you never need to
computerize your log. The log is a tool for you.

The types of information requested on the
tools can be separated into two categories: dis-
crete information and open-ended information.
Checklistsand checkboxes represent discrete in-
formation oneach of these tools and provide data
that can be easily aggregated in a centralized
computer system. However, some of the most
important information on these tools is open-
ended or free-form, where the reply to a question
cannotbe easily categorized and the contentis left
to the writer. The functional assessment tool
introduced in Chapter 3, the quarterly review tool
introduced in Chapter 7, and the functional reas-
sessmenttool introduced in Chapter 8 have many
examples of both checklistsand open-ended ques-
tions.

Open-ended questions can create an automa-
tiondilemma. Long sentences can be entered into
most modern databases, but it may not be practi-
cal to use that information in any way other than
reading itfromthe tool. One way to approach this
potential problem is to answer these questionsin
a somewhat structured fashion, working from
general to specific information. When describing
the general information use consistent wording.
Forexample, if some of your clients are recover-
ing from heart attacks, decide whether you are
going to write “MI” (myocardial infarction) or
“heart attack.” It doesn’t matter which one you
use, butitdoes matter for automation whether you
are consistent. It will enable you to look up all
related information and may help in developing
strategies for common problems. You can then
work toward the specifics and not leave out any
important information that shows the client as a
unique individual.

Computers and automation are not meant to
dehumanize your work but to assist you and

provide you with needed information to make
your job easier.

Conclusion

Whether you are a brand new social worker, or
have many years of experience behind you, we
hope you will approach this Guide with aspirit of
adventure. Both the Guide and the system of
record keeping it teaches were designed to em-
power you and help you assist your clients in
becoming empowered.

Although this system is highly structured, it
will support your flexibility and creativity. It
prompts you for the information you need to
document and reminds you of the core activities
in the family assessment and change process,
leaving your mind free for the advocacy, solution
finding, resource garnering, and relationship build-
ing that are the most important and rewarding
parts of your job.

Key Points

* Record keeping is a small part of good
social work, but careful record keeping
can support your creative thinking and
supplement your ability to help clients
make desired changes.

» Good record keeping helps the client
and family, the social worker, and the
supervisor meet the client’s goals more
efficiently.

e Good record keeping helps the social
worker and supervisor meet their
professional goals more effectively.

e This guide is concerned with documen-
tation that supports good adult services
social work practice as described in A
Model for Excellence.

e This guide introduces a system of
documentation tools that we recom-
mend to replace standard narrative/
dictation.

* Arecorddivided into sections, dividers,
or color-coded folders is a more effi-
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cient tool for social workers and super-
Visors.

» The automation options range from
word processing to the exciting poten-
tial of database programs.

» The structure of the approach taught in
this guide should support your creativ-
ity, not limitit.
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