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Recent parliamentary inquiries in Australia and elsewhere have highlighted the
importance of records access in the process of identity construction among survivors
of out-of-home ‘care’, many of whom go through their lives without the tangible
links to the past and to identity, which most people take for granted. Changes in leg-
islation to facilitate access to personal records can only partially remedy this defi-
ciency, as significant restrictions remain. In addition official records are frequently
sketchy and disjointed, providing at best only partial, and often quite damaging
answers to such questions as: ‘why was I put into “care”’ ‘what happened to me
while I was there’, and ‘why did “care” providers treat me in that way?’ This paper
argues that archivists and historians have to move beyond their traditional roles, to
work constructively with ‘care’-leavers to provide the contextual information needed
to identify, access and understand the records that document their lives.

Keywords: child welfare history; care leavers; records access; institutional abuse

Over the past fifteen years three national inquiries into historical aspects of children’s
out-of home ‘care’1 have been undertaken in Australia. The first investigated the sys-
tematic removal of Indigenous children over more than a century, the second the experi-
ences of child migrants sent from Malta and the United Kingdom, predominantly in the
post–World War II era, and the third, the experiences of local children removed by state
authorities or placed privately by guardians and relatives.2 One of the first acts of the
Federal Labor Government elected in 2007 was to offer an apology to Indigenous survi-
vors, followed two years later by a similar apology to members of the two other
groups.3 In each of the inquiries primacy was given to survivor testimony taken both in
written submissions and at public hearings held across the nation.4 The power of such
testimony challenges the expert position too often assumed by both historians and archi-
vists.5 It also unsettles the assumption that the past is past, for in this area as in many
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others where personal testimony comes into play, the two are, sometimes uncomfort-
ably, intertwined.6 The aim of this paper is to articulate a place for historians and archi-
vists in interpreting the history of child welfare in the post-apology age. While the
Australian Government has offered no financial recompense in any of the redress pack-
ages developed as part of the apology process, it has provided funding for the commis-
sioning of oral history projects, museum displays and archives access workshops, and
the introduction of new information and support services for ‘care’-leavers.7

The work of the ‘Who Am I?’ project (detailed elsewhere in this issue) which draws
on the knowledge of scholars from a collection of disciplines, as well as other people
outside the academy, has been recognised as having a particular relevance to the last of
these responses. The project is concerned with issues around child welfare records,
including how access to existing records might be improved, what people need to know
in order to make sense of their records, and how to best structure current record-
keeping practices in order to support people who will seek access to their files in the
future with questions about their identity. Over the course of the project it has become
clear that historians, social workers and archivists alike had a connection to child wel-
fare records at all points in their existence, and indeed that some ‘care’-leavers who had
conducted searches for their own records had already come to understand their records
as documents with connections to both historical and present-day events. Historians
have tended to conceptualise archived documents as static artefacts, but adult survivors
of out-of-home ‘care’ have proven the falsity of this view by demonstrating the connec-
tion of such records to personal identity and the new meanings they acquire in different
contexts.8 Further, they have challenged the sanctity of the ‘unchanging record’ by sug-
gesting that people should be able to add notes to their own records in order to have a
right of reply to comments made about them and their families.

The records continuum theory, first established in Australian archival practice
through the work of Ian Maclean in the 1950s and 1960s, was further adapted to the
modern environment by authors such as Frank Upward and Sue McKemmish, and is
now well-known among Australian archivists.9 It has proven a useful tool in the work of
the ‘Who Am I?’ team because it helped the archival, historical and social work
researchers to conceptualise the different purposes a child welfare record must serve at
various points in time, as well as how and why a variety of people have a vested interest
in those records. By using the continuum model the team was able to articulate the inter-
sections of interest groups and purposes to research partners, who performed a range of
current practice, policy development, administrative and archival roles in the government
and non-government child welfare agencies from which they were drawn. The use of this
model was particularly important in conveying the team’s ideas and goals to the people
responsible for maintaining Victoria’s child welfare records, many of whom are not
trained archivists, or are operating in relative isolation from developments in archival
theory and scholarship.

This article is primarily concerned with the outer, or ‘fourth’, dimension of the
records continuum, the space where records are positioned in such a way that they ‘are
able to be reviewed, accessed and analysed … for the multiple external accountability
… for as long as they are required’.10 Attempting to consider records’ operation in any
one dimension is potentially problematic because, as Barbara Reed has noted, a ‘record
exists at the same time in all dimensions, but in our day to day working lives we tend
to focus on specific views suited to our particular circumstances of employment’.11

Thus any records work must be done with an eye on all parts of the continuum,
precisely because it is a continuum and, as Frank Upward argues, all of its dimensions
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are inextricable from one another.12 Based on the work of the ‘Who Am I?’ project, as
well as more than 500 written submissions presented to the third of the official
inquiries, this article sets out to expand existing understandings of the responsibilities
of historians and archivists in facilitating access to personal records.13

Why are records important to ‘care’-leavers?

Narratives developed within families give children a sense of continuity, of belonging
to a longer story which reaches back into the past.14 For children who grow up within
families, this narrative is preserved in oral history, photograph albums and family mem-
orabilia, and reinforced at birthdays, anniversaries, christenings and other family occa-
sions.15 As Christine Horrocks and Jim Goddard have argued, such oft-repeated family
stories

have a psychological function, in that they bring order to our lives. They enable us to inte-
grate and gain clearer understandings of our experiences, thus fostering an understanding
of the self and who we understand ourselves to be.16

Of course, people do not always like the ways in which their families reinforce their
identity. In dysfunctional or crisis-stricken families, transmission and affirmation of
belonging and self may be less than robust. Nevertheless, even unstable familial
relationships provide people with an anchoring point for constructing their own life
stories.

When children are taken into ‘care’, they too often lose those connections, and with
them a core component of identity.17 Many are left ‘not knowing anyone who belonged
to [them]’, denied access to family stories.18 Social identities are constructed through
narrative, but ‘care’-leavers lack the key components needed for such a task.19 Survivor
narratives, Suellen Murray has argued, constitute ‘narratives of lost origins’ attempting
to make sense of both a childhood and contemporary self in the absence of ‘reliable
markers about what happened, and why’.20 In the construction of such narratives,
‘care’-leavers often access institutional records in the hope that they will be able to
replace family as the repository of personal histories.

While there are parallels here with searches conducted by genealogists and family
historians, identity construction is more complex where the original link with family
has been severed. Adoptees and people conceived through donor insemination provide
a closer comparison.21 Donor offspring have articulated how crucial the truth about
their conception is to their identity formation, and how discovery of their true paternity
can throw their established life narratives into question – the parallel with adoptees is
apparent.22 Similarly, without a knowledge of family histories, ‘care’-leavers have strug-
gled to understand ‘who I was or where I belonged’.23 As Leonie Sheedy, co-founder
of the Care Leavers Australia Network (CLAN), argues:

Being a parentless person is a most difficult thing. I feel like a second class member of the
community. I feel different, I have no sense of belonging to a long line of extended rela-
tives, no parents, brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, cousins, second cousins. My loss is also
my children’s loss as they have no extended relatives on their mother’s side either. I feel
that I have no past, that my life only began at 3 yrs old. The documents and family photos
of a normal family life are missing.24

‘When and how do you start telling your own children your childhood life stories?’
asks Deborah Findlay. ‘My children need to know my story and others who lived in
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state care so they can understand why they are a little different from other families.’25

In what he categorises as the ‘age of testimony’, historian Bain Attwood has argued,
the telling of such stories

is no longer simply the acquisition of historical knowledge about pasts poorly known ...
instead it has become much more ... the transmission of pasts to future generations in a
way that creates a sense of a strong transgenerational link between the faces and voices of
witnesses and those who listen to them.26

The archival records that document ‘care’-leavers’ lives have a deeply personal ele-
ment, which is often missing in more conventional historical research. The case
record that historians find so fascinating is for the ‘care’-leaver, a rare surviving
fragment of their earlier self. The reaction to receiving such information varies.
Melissa found the process of accessing her files deeply satisfying: ‘As an adult I
like finding out the person I am now, as I was as a child, and where I was from.’27

Others were buoyed, and at times angered, to discover that far from being unwanted
or rejected as they had repeatedly been told, they had parents, or former foster par-
ents, who had struggled in vain to retain or regain contact.28 Recovered files also
contained information about parents and siblings previously believed dead or denied,
reinstating individuals as members of real rather than imagined families, even if con-
tact were unable to be established.29 However, for others, such discoveries only
intensified their anger. Having been informed by a records access clerk that the
brother she had been told was dead was still alive, and that she had another brother
whom she had never met, Carol Ann May recalled only devastation and agony.30

Her story is only one of many documenting the emotions and unmet expectations
involved in records access. While Jody Ann Smith was excited to receive the ‘pres-
ent of my childhood’, she found that she had ‘forgotten how unbearable’ that child-
hood had been.31 ‘When I started the search’, Lorna Manning wrote, ‘I thought the
ache in the corner of my heart would be erased only to find it has got larger.’32

‘We are left with a sense of BEWILDERMENT to make sense of it all’, observed
Caron, ‘and are forced to study the history and sociology of this era to understand
our context.’33

‘In traumatic memory’, Dominick Capra has argued, ‘the past is not simply history
as over and done with. It lives on experientially and haunts and possesses the self or
the community.’34 It is part of the role of both historians and archivists to work along-
side survivors as they navigate their way through records likely to revive or elicit such
traumatic memories. ‘Memories,’ ‘care’-leaver, Regina Stratti observes, ‘are part of our
surviving; with knowledge we try and understand how to walk forward. We have sur-
vived in a world of judgment with little margin for error’.35 To strengthen the sense of
self, ‘care’-leavers must reconcile their newly accessed records with their memories and
with the larger public narratives which have been developed through the activities of
survivor support groups and the public inquiries.36 This is a complex task. Having
grown up with what Caron describes as ‘only a pseudo and fragile sense of self’, many
‘care’-leavers struggle to reconcile a hoped for past with the reality they find in the
files, and to make sense of the decisions by both authorities and family members which
determined the shape of their childhood lives.37

Files were not designed to meet such needs. They were compiled for bureaucratic
reasons and preserve the forms and documents necessary to ensure the efficient opera-
tion of an organisation without making any attempt to tell the story of a life.38 The files

We are the stories we tell about ourselves 7



encode the views of the ‘care’-giver and the language is often alienating, leaving no
space for the voice of the child to be heard. ‘As a state ward I had no rights’, one
‘care’-leaver recalled:

When I got access to my files I noticed everything written about me was done by other
people, I was never asked a question or allowed to say what was happening to me ... I live
with the memories of the treatment, I received, no matter what I do or how hard I try it
never leaves me it’s always just under the surface.39

Kimm Moore considers herself lucky to have found material that was ‘really positive
and affirming’.40 More commonly what was recorded was negative incident reports,
punishment logs and justifications for decisions which disrupted the child’s life. A nega-
tive impression once formed is often repeated ‘over and over, like a broken record or
perhaps copied from the page before’.41 Particularly upsetting are the letters from fam-
ily seeking to maintain some form of contact. For Linda Eldridge, ‘the lack of compas-
sion in the system was abundantly clear when my grandmother’s heartfelt request for
even a photo was denied’.42

What does this mean for archivists?

Archivists cannot change what is contained within the files, but they can think about
their practice taking into account the perceptions and sensitivities of ‘care’-leavers. As
Tom Nesmith notes, much of the scholarship around the records continuum has focused
on developing strategies for capturing and describing records more effectively and there
is still much scope for extending discussions about what the continuum model might
suggest about improving access to existing collections.43 In 1994 Helen Nosworthy
contended that there were still many archivists who saw themselves as the last line of
defence between the archived records and the public.44 Since then the post-custodial
view of archival management has received more attention in scholarly literature, and
this view offers some opportunities for reimagining the relationships between archivists,
creators of documents, the records themselves and the people about whom the records
contain information.45

The revitalisation of debate around archival practice stimulated by the changing
ways in which people are accessing archives has produced some fruitful discussions.
Many archivists have reconceptualised their professional relationships with the increas-
ing number, and types, of people who are requesting access to collections, often as part
of their journeys of identity construction. This has provoked an array of responses rang-
ing from reconceptualising the delivery of services within archival reading rooms (par-
ticularly in response to the flow of genealogical researchers), through reconsidering
access conditions to certain records (a leading example being adoption records), to
changing the ways archival series and collections are described to account for the range
of cultural backgrounds of the people now seeking out this material (examples include
guides produced to help Indigenous people locate records about themselves, and the
redevelopment of online catalogues to explain materials to people who may not be
seasoned researchers).46

Even within scholarly works, however, some authors have continued to frame their
studies of the post-custodial archival environment in terms of the archivist’s responsibil-
ity to the records themselves.47 The experiences of ‘care’-leavers searching for their
files also suggest that the ‘gatekeeper’ mentality is still very much present among some
in the field. Despite recent legislative and procedural changes designed to improve

8 Archives and Manuscripts, Vol. 40, No. 1



access to personal records, issues around archiving practice, privacy and what one
‘care’-leaver described as bureaucratic self-preservation continue to frustrate those who
seek their files in order to construct a coherent version of their lives.48 The fact that
many of the people responsible for releasing files to ‘care’-leavers in Victoria are not
trained archivists certainly plays a role in this. Although their intentions are good, they
are often drawn into risk-averse interpretations of privacy legislation. This has engen-
dered suspicion among many ‘care’-leavers that both government departments and com-
munity sector organisations refuse to release certain records, or obscure their existence,
in order to prevent the release of evidence of neglect and abuse. Discussions held dur-
ing the course of the ‘Who am I?’ project with people undertaking records release roles
suggest that this is not how they explain the rationale behind their decisions.

Participants in ‘Who am I?’ workshops have cited examples of situations in which
they believed that information in the files had the potential to cause psychological dam-
age to the ‘care’-leaver making the request. Workers for government offices are bound
by Victorian privacy legislation which prohibits release of such information, but people
releasing non-government records have expressed their ethical concerns about revealing
information which they consider extremely distressing. This situation may look quite
different from the perspective of the ‘care’-leaver. Mary Brownlee found access to her
records blocked by an official who assured her that she ‘would not like to see what had
been written in my records, but don’t say that I told you that’.49 The intention of refus-
ing to release such information was surely motivated by the desire to prevent psycho-
logical harm, but it is difficult to balance the risk of potential harm with the inevitable
trauma that is the legacy of gaping holes in people’s life stories. One positive response
has been the supported release of records, meaning that psychologists, social workers or
others with relevant experience are present when applicants first read their files.

Another reason cited for blocking access to files, or at least to some information
contained within them, is the protection of third parties identified in the records. After
initially being surprised by the detailed files documenting his childhood, Frank Golding
was

staggered to find Departmental officials reluctant to give back all that was surely mine, the
story of my life in their care. Having preserved the files of events going back fifty years,
why continue to decide what we could and could not read?50

Information which those releasing records may identify as exposing a third party to a
breach of privacy may, for the ‘care’-leaver constitute a crucial part of their family
story, because the third party that is being protected is a family member. In recordkeep-
ing systems in which all information about siblings was concentrated on the oldest, or
youngest, child’s files, third party information is often part of the individual story of
other family members. This should encourage us to reflect on Reed’s comment that
recordkeeping ‘does not occur in a cultural or political void’ and question the extent to
which we can create flexible practices that are responsive to broader, and potentially
fluctuating, social needs.51

The missing pieces in individual case records are not always the result of informa-
tion being withheld. People look to the records of their time in ‘care’ for self validation,
but the surviving records are frequently sketchy and disjointed, providing at best only
partial, and often quite damaging answers to such questions as: ‘why was I put into
“care”’; ‘what happened to me while I was there’, and; ‘why did “care” providers treat
me in that way?’52 Often the traces of people’s lives are scattered across many different
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files, meaning that the request for a particular file is just the beginning of a trail that
will lead through many archives. In the struggle to navigate around such barriers in
order ‘to fill in the gaps’ in personal histories, to find the ‘(Me) who I truly never quite
knew as a whole person because I was missing the most important years of my life’,
survivors are forced to become ‘historians of the self’.53 The need to fill the gaps was
particularly important for Linda Eldridge who moved frequently during her time in
‘care’:

With each new family came a new name, new friends and it was if [sic] the old ones did
not exist. Years later I visited every home where I lived and took photos so that I could
validate to myself that ‘yes, this place really does exist’ and I remembered what my life
was like when I lived there.54

Coherence is central to identity development, but it is a need that surviving files are
ill-equipped to meet.55 As Caron observed, ‘hidden ... from society, removed and
stripped of all being, many of these older ex-wards have no records of their lives in
these institutions other than three sole lines: name, date of birth and parents.’56 Kerry
Blake’s file contained ‘no photos, nor anecdotes, just a slim green file, with a sentence
devoted to Kerry, who was “a good girl”’ and the information ‘that at four years of age
I was 2’6” tall, and weighted 2 stone 11 pounds’.57 At many non-government institu-
tions record-keeping was minimal, ‘no memory, no photos, no medical, school reports
nothing’, whole childhoods contained within one or two sheets of paper.58

Preparing people for the gaps that may be in their records helps. Archivists should
ensure that the extent and nature of available records are clearly identified. Given the
(probably) hundreds of repositories holding child welfare records in Australia, and con-
sidering the under-resourcing and under-valuing of these files over many decades, this
is a massive undertaking. The ‘Who am I?’ archivists have worked with the project’s
partner organisations to make a start in Victoria, creating a centralised and publicly
accessible listing of the organisations which currently hold records relating to specific
institutions and out-of-home ‘care’ programs, though some agencies are not yet in a
position to itemise their holdings in detail.

Gaps in files may also be easier for ‘care’-leavers to accept if it is possible to
explain the reasons for the missing pieces. It is at this point that historians and archi-
vists, working together, have a particular role to play. Archivists are particularly adept
at identifying systemic flaws which have led to the destruction or misplacement of files.
However, ‘care’-leavers often find that some of the information they expect to find in
their records was never documented. The ‘Who am I?’ historians have been able to
shed some light on the processes through which child welfare records were created, and
to decode some of the language that can be both mystifying and distressing to the peo-
ple reading their own files. Working with archivists, historians also possess the tools to
identify and contextualise additional materials that can provide explanations in response
to many of the questions that personal files fail to answer. Locating, and where possible
making publicly available, such sources has been one of the key achievements of the
‘Who am I?’ archival and historical teams. This collaborative approach drew on the
model established by Peter Read and Anna Haebich, whose research was central to the
inquiry into Indigenous child removal.59

The major output of this intellectual exchange has been the Pathways web resource
which in turn provides a model for the national Find and Connect web resource which
is to be developed over the next three years.60 Pathways is a public knowledge space,
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drawing on materials that are already in the public domain. While it cannot, and would
not, provide people with access to information about their families, it contains informa-
tion about the institutions and organisations that were acting in loco parentis, and list-
ings of the contents and location of their archival holdings. Individual interlinked pages
document the institutions, charities, government departments, key figures and key con-
cepts in the history of child welfare in Victoria. Such historical information, augmented
by entries charting changing laws, policies and attitudes relating to child welfare, is
intended to help ‘care’-leavers to answer some of the ‘Why’ questions that arise from a
reading of their individual records. By removing barriers to accessing information, it
aims to present information in a way that is ‘user friendly’, raising public awareness of
a long-silenced history, and providing people with materials to help them make sense of
the past and to help them tell their own stories.

The methodology employed builds upon the concept of shared authority, first
expounded by Michael Frisch in relation to the practice of oral history.61 It is not a
top down or benevolent model, but rather one of ceding authority in order to stand
alongside and learn from each other, recognising complementary skills and knowl-
edge sets.62 Survivor support groups have been critical in helping us find the lan-
guage in which to share our knowledge, while policy makers and practitioners
contribute an understanding of contemporary recordkeeping and access provisions.
The site does not claim to offer an objective or authoritative version of the past;
rather each entry aims to present a range of viewpoints linking wherever possible to
primary sources that access ‘care’-leavers’ voices and complicate the received history
of out of home ‘care’.

‘Care’-leavers using the site have shown a decided preference for the visual material.
Given the absence of such materials in most surviving case records, it would seem that
illustrations of buildings, residents and staff on Pathways are already beginning to func-
tion as a ‘family album’ for those who have none. ‘Care’-leavers who access records in
order to gain some power over what Mary Brownlee describes as ‘a profoundly sad part
of my life’ already testify to the importance of doing so within a peer support group
who, in the absence of family, constitute the one group of people who understand their
lives.63 The national Find and Connect web resource will have the potential to extend
this sense of a shared consciousness into a virtual space not only for ‘care’-leavers
engaged in the process of identity construction but also for their partners and children,
and all others in the community wanting to understand their lived experience.

Many archivists work with collections that contain records that could provide con-
textual information to ‘care’-leavers. This paper has argued for the importance of archi-
vists working collaboratively with historians and representatives of ‘care’-leaver
organisations to establish which records might be of the most value and to develop pro-
cedures through which they can be made accessible. Establishing this kind of practice
takes time, and potentially adds time to the release of information. The archivist’s pri-
mary responsibility will always be to the preservation of the record. However, the testi-
mony of ‘care’-leavers has highlighted the importance of developing an approach to
archival work that incorporates a direct responsibility to people, community and society
as well.
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