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Social workers have historically had an ambivalent relationship with recordkeeping.
A multi-disciplinary action research project, ‘Who am I?’, has brought together
social workers, archivists and historians to investigate the role of records as a
resource for identity construction for children currently in out-of-home care, and for
adults who were in care as children. Maintaining a focus on children growing up in
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them, this paper discusses a range of problems arising from current recordkeeping
practices within the Victorian out-of-home care sector. These are examined in the
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While out-of-home care practitioners and their organisations have much to learn
from archival methods, recordkeeping professionals also need to recognise the rele-
vance of their role to how records are created in the first place, in order to ensure
that personal records remain relevant and accessible across the lifespan of children
and young people who grow up in care.
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Introduction

Growing up in care it feels like everyone knows all your personal information about your
family, boyfriends and stuff, nothing is private. But when I got my file it didn’t say any-
thing about my sister or how I could contact her.1

The young person quoted above had grown up in out-of-home care and was referring
to the tendency of professional practice to adopt processes that meet the needs of
professionals rather than those of their clients. This applies particularly to recording
practice. Focused, as they often are, on helping people through personal relationships,
social workers have historically been ambivalent about keeping records.2 In a profes-
sion that has valued individual autonomy and judgement, increasing expectations relat-
ing to client information systems are often experienced as managerial interference,
with few perceived direct benefits to clients or practitioners.3 Within the out-of-home
care sector, practitioners, archivists and managers alike have perceived the benefits of
recording to be about immediate case management accountability, and for proving stat-
utory duty of care often, but not exclusively, to the Children’s Court. Good recording
practice, however, recognises that recording is much more than this – it is about build-
ing a resource for the development of a life story. Out-of-home care records are not
ephemeral; they have relevance across the lifespan of children and young people who
grow up in care.

The ‘Who am I?’ research project was developed in response to growing con-
cerns within the Victorian out-of-home care sector about past, current and future
record-keeping practices. A multi-disciplinary action research project, ‘Who am I?’,
has brought together social workers, historians and archivists to investigate the role
played by records and archives in the health, well-being and identity construction,
both of children and young people currently in out-of-home care, and of adults
who were in care as children.4 To date, Victorian record holding organisations in
the out-of-home care field have generally not prioritised the allocation of specialist
skills and resources to archival roles. As part of its inquiries therefore, ‘Who am
I?’ has investigated current practices in creating records within the out-of-home
care service sector.

The paper begins with a summary of the contributions made by the historical and
archival professions to how social workers may think about the uses and imperatives of
recording practice in the field of out-of-home care. The role of social work thought in
understanding the relationship between records and the formation of a positive identity
is then outlined, and the ‘life story pyramid’ is proposed as a model which usefully
illustrates this multi-layered relationship. A range of practical issues about current
recording practice have emerged during the project which are not new, but are being
reformulated in light of the insights brought to the table particularly by the archival dis-
cipline. A discussion of these issues forms the main focus of the paper and points to
lessons that can be learned by archivists, social work practitioners and managers alike
within the sphere of out-of-home care.

A trio of Australian government inquiries over the last fifteen years broke the
silence surrounding the history of institutional care in Australia. These inquiries exam-
ined the separation of Indigenous children from their families,5 the experiences of child
migrants,6 and of Australians who experienced institutional or out-of-home care as chil-
dren.7 The compelling testimony provided by past care leavers to these inquiries about
how important records about their childhoods were for identity, health and well-being
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played a significant role in the development of the ‘Who am I?’ project. As one care
leaver expressed it:

When I read it [my file] I was crying because it felt like a story that I was reading, and I
did not totally relate it to myself. It was part of my journey to search and find out if I was
really the bad person that everybody said I was.8

Care leavers’ experiences of accessing their records have added flesh to what historians
tell us about children’s experiences in growing up in Australian institutional care, and
have focused our attention on the issues needing consideration when creating records
which may be accessed in future years.9

The ‘records continuum framework’,10 introduced to the ‘Who am I?’ project by the
archival discipline, has enabled social workers to conceptualise the life of records
beyond the immediate imperatives of day-to-day current practice.

Records continuum thinking takes a multi-dimensional view of the creation of documents
in the context of social and organisational activity (proto record-as-trace), their capture into
records systems (record-as-evidence), organisation within the framework of a personal or
corporate archive (record-as-personal/corporate memory), and pluralisation as collective
archives (record-as-collective memory).11

These multiple perspectives of the record provide a range of insights – in particular, that
the future uses and users of a record cannot always be foreseen at the point of creation.
When creating records, the perspectives of all stakeholders need to be included to pro-
vide a balanced and accurate record. Records are not always paper-based; digital
records and physical memorabilia also form part of the record, and storage strategies
need to take all media into account. Standard archival procedures, such as accessioning,
have assisted organisations to manage their record holdings so that individual records
can be easily located. Continuum thinking focuses our attention on the fact that the uses
of a record does not cease with immediate case management accountability – records
need to be created, organised, and archived with future access in mind.

Identity and recording in current out-of-home care social work practice – the
contribution of social work knowledge

Developments in social work knowledge over recent decades in the areas of placement
instability, trauma and issues of identity have greatly influenced out-of-home care prac-
tice. While social workers have hitherto focused largely on the immediate therapeutic
needs of children in care, this development has also led to greater recognition of records
as a resource for identity.

Many of those who have grown up in care miss out on the rich oral history that is
available to most people through family members with whom they have ongoing con-
nections. While some young people report positive long-term relationships with their
carers, the reports of the national inquiries provide evidence of many care leavers for
whom family was replaced by temporary relationships with other young people in the
care system, with social workers or with professional or voluntary carers. These people
rarely provided the ongoing connections experienced by those raised by their families.
Members of the Stolen Generations in Australia (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people removed from their families as children) report this as a soul destroying grief.12

Within the out-of-home care system at the present time, the loss of family connections,

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



compounded by placement instability, still results in a lack of ongoing relationships for
some children and young people. Without the kinds of information a family can provide
about the sad and happy memories, special occasions and activities of daily life, and
without an understanding of the circumstances which led to children in care being sepa-
rated from their families, it becomes very difficult to establish a functional identity. In
their discussion of life story work, Rose and Philpot point out that ‘children in care
often have a negative sense of themselves, a damaged sense of identity’.13 A well
recorded documentary history can, to some degree, make compensation for the loss of
oral history normally available through long-term supportive relationships. A number of
different elements are necessary for this documentary history to be useful for supporting
identity, as conceptualised in the life story pyramid in Figure 1.14

At the most fundamental level, children in care need to know who they are – they
need to have a range of records with basic identity information. At another level, they
also need records which provide them with their own history and preserve childhood
memories. Scott and Cameron argue that:

Knowing simple things about their past – where they used to live, who looked after them,
what they and their former carer(s) looked like – helps children and young people shape a
history necessary for the development of a sense of identity.15

Finally, the process of helping children in care to develop a coherent narrative about
who they are in the context of their personal history is a vital part of supporting them.
It is something that occurs through everyday positive life experience and through
explanatory and interpretive discussions between the children and their workers or
carers. It is nevertheless a process that takes its own time. A child’s ability to engage in
this work will vary, and it is an enterprise which continues and is revisited throughout
the lifespan. It is therefore important that resources are created through the first and sec-
ond levels of the life story pyramid to support this therapeutic process, and that they
remain available to support identity work throughout the child’s life.

When thinking about reformulating current recordkeeping practice for identity, the
records continuum becomes highly relevant. The focus for care-providing organisations

1. Basic Identity and Records 

2. History and Memory Keeping

3. Therapy and 
Meaning Making

Figure 1. The life story pyramid: a conceptualisation.
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and for practitioners is generally on the first two dimensions, creating the record and
capturing it through records management systems. Making the record is a complex pro-
cess of choosing what information to include or omit, and this involves being aware of
possible future audiences for the record. The phrase ‘rubbish in – rubbish out’ applies
not only to statistical data but also to details of people’s lives. Good records need to be
accurate, balanced, coherent, readable, accountable and accessible.16 Equally, records
need to be organised so that information can be found within them when accessed at a
later date.

Reformulating current recordkeeping practices

The ‘Who am I?’ project has encompassed four different strands of investigation: the
creation of a web resource bringing together historical resources relating to institutional
‘care’ in Victoria; current archival practice within the out-of-home care sector; current
recordkeeping practices; and, the experiences of care leavers in obtaining and accessing
their records. The investigations of the current practice strand, the findings of which
form the basis of this paper, have included a number of research phases.

The first stage of the action research involved a series of scoping workshops,
through which researchers, managers and policy makers, out-of-home care practitioners,
archivists, care leavers and young people still in care, were brought together to gather
information and conceptualise the key issues for recordkeeping in current out-of-home
care practice.17 In response to the workshop discussions about recording children’s lives
with them and for them, a new research project, entitled ‘100+ points of identity’, was
developed within the wider project.18 The project was named to emphasise that while
care leavers need to have 100 points of identity in order to open bank accounts, get
drivers licences and other services normal to contemporary adult life, they also need to
have access to information about their lives and their families in order to explore their
identity. The project aimed to establish the extent to which a selection of personal
records (covering the history of the child’s time in care) are locatable and accessible by
professionals in community sector organisations which provide out-of-home care. It also
aimed to identify the key components of a portable, coherent, identity-supporting per-
sonal record. University of Melbourne Human Research Ethics approval was obtained
for both the workshop series and the ‘100+ points of identity’ research. Permission was
also obtained from participating care organisations and from the Victorian Department
of Human Services (DHS) for young people and professionals to be involved in the
research.

For a sample of 37 young people currently in care, a questionnaire elicited informa-
tion from their placement workers (case managers) about a range of record types (for
example, life story material, birth certificate, reasons for placement, immunisation history,
school reports, and so on) and asked what information existed for the young person, the
quality of the information, its location, and how easy it was to locate or access it. The
questionnaire also asked whether the young person had any of this information in his or
her possession or whether he or she knew where it was. The young people concerned
were invited to assist with the questionnaire, and while two thirds were willing, some lost
interest along the way. The results were analysed using thematic analysis, though some
simple counting techniques were used where needed.

A preliminary analysis of the questionnaire data was followed by a series of focus
group consultations for workers who filled out the questionnaire (5 participants), young
people in care who were involved with the questionnaire (2 participants), and young
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people who had recently left care (4 participants). Young people were asked about what
information they thought important and their interest in their records. Practitioners were
asked about their experience in locating records for the questionnaire exercise and about
issues of locating and transferring records. The contributions made by focus group par-
ticipants added detail and depth to a range of themes which had emerged from the
questionnaire results. Again, the focus group interviews were analysed thematically
using grounded theory. Finally, the findings of the research were reported and discussed
at a workshop attended by 50 professionals representing the partners of the ‘Who am
I?’ project and other interested people. The proceedings of this workshop were incorpo-
rated into the final results of the project.

A number of themes have emerged from the research as significant issues for record
creation practice in out-of-home care. These issues are not new or unknown within the
out-of-home care sector, but reformulating them in the light of the continuum model
and the life story pyramid can provide a fresh approach.

1. Essential identification documents

As the ‘life story pyramid’ suggests, proof of identity documentation forms the founda-
tion for any record which supports identity. Such documentation might include birth
certificates, Medicare or health care cards, concession cards or Keypass,19 tax file num-
ber, passport or citizenship papers, details of extended family, including contact infor-
mation, and medical history. Children in care, many of whom are dislocated from their
families, need to know who they are, but like the rest of us, they need to be able to
prove their identity for the purpose of engaging in many normal activities of daily life,
such as opening a bank account or obtaining a passport or a driver licence. ‘Who am
I?’ investigations focused on the birth certificate as a primary form of identification.

Obtaining identity documentation is not straightforward for children in care. Identity
may be difficult to determine for a range of reasons – for example, for children born
overseas in refugee situations and for children whose families tell conflicting stories
regarding their parentage. Furthermore, proving identity may be a complex procedure.
Some families do not register the births of their children. Where births are registered, it
may be impossible for any of a range of reasons to obtain the birth certificate from par-
ents or get their permission to apply for a new one.

Significant amounts of staff time are currently expended in attempts to obtain iden-
tity documents for young people in care, because the regulations do not always allow
for the particular circumstances of those in out-of-home care, and because the officials
concerned appear not to understand the potential difficulties of proving the identity of
some young people. While most carers have obtained a birth certificate for young peo-
ple in their care, attention needs to be paid to facilitating the process, particularly for
those with complex identity issues. Ensuring that all children in care have identity doc-
uments is a basic responsibility of the state towards children in state care.

2. Recording practice – compliance or identity?

In addition to proof of identity documents, out-of-home care provider organisations gen-
erate a range of records. To support identity, personal records are created that preserve
memories and information about the child’s life and relationships. These include formal
recording through the ‘Looking After Children’ assessment and progress records
(LAC), life story books and cultural plans, as well as photos, personal letters, cards,
certificates, awards and valued items of memorabilia. Notes, correspondence and reports
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relating to a child’s medical and educational history are also kept. Alongside these per-
sonal records which have a ‘history and memory keeping’ role, the out-of-home care
sector also generates a large body of official records. The statutory ‘case file’ can be
seen as the sum of many different types of case notes and reports written by profession-
als for other professionals and for the Children’s Court. Despite its intended audience at
the time of creation, it contains information which can be significant if the record is
used at a later time by the child, such as the reasons a child was placed in out-of-home
care. However, this information can be hard to locate within the official record and may
be expressed in professional jargon, rather than in language easily understood by most
care leavers.

The ‘Who am I?’ research has highlighted the tension within the out-of-home care
sector between recording for statutory purposes and recording to support identity. Cur-
rent out-of-home care practice is generally crisis driven and focuses on the present and
immediate future. Most practitioners view recording as an accountability task which
prevents them from doing ‘real’ relationship-based work with the children in their care.
Due to normal case management requirements and the increasing emphasis on account-
ability, current practitioners are expected to prioritise the making of records which meet
the needs of other professionals and their respective organisations (to demonstrate, for
example, that a child’s immediate needs for safety, and the like, are being met). This
focus on case management and on accountability creates two lacunae.

First, creation of those parts of the record which constitute a personal narrative
of a child’s life is not always given sufficient attention. In the ‘Who am I?’ work-
shops and in focus group consultations, young people currently or recently in care
identified the information they would like to see recorded about their history. They
are interested in the sort of stories that families would tell – memories, anecdotes,
stories of special occasions and of day-to-day activities. They may want to see pho-
tos, personal mementos, family information, and details of people in their lives such
as carers and their families. They wish to know what they were good at and what
they were interested in. Many of these details simply do not get recorded, or do not
get included in the official ‘files’.20 What is recorded is often not subject to records
management and archival policies that ensure they remain easy to locate and access
into the future. This particularly applies to photos and the like, which may be stored
digitally or in hard copy, and to other objects such as memory boxes, stuffed toys,
and other memorabilia.

Secondly, records are often created in haste by professionals without the involve-
ment of the children or young people concerned. This effectively privileges the profes-
sional voice over that of the person most concerned in the record. Young care leavers
have spoken about not recognising themselves in the statutory component of their
records, where reports often focus on the client’s problems with no reference to
strengths or interests.21 Reading such negative accounts can be distressing for young
people in care as well as for adult care leavers accessing their records. It is therefore
vital to involve children and young people in the recording process, actively incorporat-
ing their own words and points of view. As one practitioner put it:

It is the client’s own life, after all, that is being recorded and therefore it almost seems
essential that they are informed and involved in the process.22

Collaboration with the child or young person in recordkeeping rarely occurs for pro-
cedural recording and is not consistent practice even for the creation of personal
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records. If accountability is seen as having a dual focus – to the client both now and in
the future, and to organisational and statutory obligations – then the importance of per-
sonal records and the inclusion of children’s perspectives take their place more naturally
beside the records aimed at a professional audience. However, the role of both personal
and statutory records in supporting identity in the long term, and the need to consider
this when creating and archiving records, is not recognised by many practitioners.
While only a small proportion of care leavers wish to access their records, the message
to practitioners must be that they should create records, not just for the present, but for
the client in twenty or thirty years time.

3. Fragmentation of the record

Older generations of care leavers cite the fragmentation of their records – many differ-
ent pieces of information stored in multiple locations – as a major barrier to access.23

This problem continues today, compounded by a number of issues relating to the way
records are ‘captured’.

As discussed in the previous section, a range of recording and reporting formats
exist – some formal reporting mechanisms, some created by other professions such as
medical and educational records, some seemingly ephemeral notes, such as case notes
and log books, and some personal records and memorabilia. This situation is compli-
cated by different records being created and stored in either electronic or paper form,
for reasons which have little to do with creating a coherent and accessible record. The
implications of the record format for storage and release strategies that connect different
records are not taken into account. The ‘Who am I?’ research has also highlighted the
dispersal of information in a number of locations – in the files of the governmental
child protection agency, or of care-providing organisations, with carers, with children or
their families. Where children experience multiple placements with different care-pro-
viding organisations, separate files exist with each organisation. When placements
change, or care episodes are interspersed with periods at home, new files may be cre-
ated, including new life story books. Medical records and reports are frequently only
located at the relevant health service, such as a clinic or a hospital. So, for children
who have experienced many disruptions in their lives, fragments of medical history
may be separately located at a number of different clinics.

Viewed in the light of the records continuum, a number of problems emerge. Due
to the range of different recording formats within one person’s record, information can
be difficult to locate even within one file, as it may be scattered throughout a number
of different sections of the file. According to a practitioner assisting a young person to
access his file,

it was like trying to piece together a complex puzzle. Even if a file contains all the pieces,
you can’t always work out which ones fit where to make the picture clearer.24

Information, or even specific documents such as a birth certificate, may also be located in
a range of different locations, depending on who was responsible for its creation or inclu-
sion in the file. Care leavers seeking to access their records in order to gain an under-
standing of childhood experiences may have to apply to a number of different
organisations to obtain a full picture. Apart from being time-consuming and sometimes
expensive, the experience of approaching an organisation associated with traumatic mem-
ories may be emotionally gruelling. The prospect of undergoing this experience repeat-
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edly can present a significant disincentive for vulnerable care leavers. At the present time,
no standardised documentation procedures exist to record where information is located,
so care leavers seeking specific information require sophisticated research skills.

Locating personal records may also be difficult due to the fact that the surnames of
many young people in out-of-home care change as their parents separate and re-partner.
While some records systems have incorporated a unique identifier code for tracking
individuals, this code is not in consistent use across the sector, nor is it used by the
education and health care systems.

Solutions to these problems lie partly within the gambit of organisations which cre-
ate and hold these records, and partly at the level of sector-wide practices that recognise
the significance of out-of-home care records beyond immediate organisational needs.

Care-providing organisations can learn much from archival practices, including
accession procedures and good records management practices, which ensure that future
accessibility is taken into consideration at the point of ‘capture’. Files need to be struc-
tured and indexed clearly, and their relationship to records in other locations noted.
While it may not be possible or practicable to have all the records relating to a person
collated physically in one place, a section in every file, which notes the locations of all
reports and records stored outside the file, including a way of tracking any movement
of documents from one program or agency to another, would provide invaluable assis-
tance to care leavers seeking in the future to access information about their lives.

The acceptance of a unique identifier code across the out-of-home care sector can
only occur when organisations start to view records relating to out-of-home care ser-
vices as belonging to the community at large, rather than narrowly the property of indi-
vidual organisations. This involves recognising the right of both care leavers and young
people currently in care to access their personal records, and supporting this in policy
and practice.

4. The whole person – past, present, future

As has been apparent throughout this discussion, the focus of contemporary out-of-
home care recording practice is on the immediate and current needs of children and
young people in care. Those children whose significant relationships have been most
disrupted, and therefore stand in most need of records which provide a coherent life
story, are often those whose emotional and developmental difficulties absorb the ener-
gies of their carers and workers. In such a crisis-driven environment, the role of record-
ing in supporting practice is easily lost, with the emphasis on logging the fulfilment of
duty of care responsibilities, and meeting organisational accountability expectations.
The past is no longer seen as relevant, the future not yet thought of.

The implications of this sort of recording practice are seen most clearly at the points
of transition for children in care, such as when they move from one care placement to
another, or return to care after a period of living with family. Information already
obtained and recorded is not routinely transferred with the child or young person, with
the result that memories are lost to both carers and young people themselves. Workers
and carers taking on the care of the child in a new placement do not always know
which organisation formerly had the care of the child and therefore cannot request this
information. This loss of information at points of transition compromises both the
immediate care of the child or young person, and any future opportunities for accessing
a comprehensive and coherent life story. The ‘Who am I?’ project is currently undertak-
ing further investigations of the issues surrounding the transfer of information.
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While some professionals are aware of the need to pass on information, ‘Who am
I?’ research findings make it clear that many have not thought about the longer term
identity needs of their clients. This involves thinking about the young person in the
context of his or her whole lifespan – history and future – not just about the young per-
son in the current placement and the networks around that.25 Thinking holistically also
involves awareness of how the record may appear to the eyes of care leavers. Without
explaining the context in which the record was created, the information contained in it
is left to stand on its own, without critique. Documentation needs to be added to
records to help care leavers make sense of information in the record and any jargon
used.26 The archive, as the link between records creation and records access, is central
to this conceptualisation.

In response to the issues discussed in this paper, and in the light of both the ‘life
story pyramid’ and the ‘records continuum framework’, the ‘Who am I?’ project has
developed the concept of a portable personal record. Such a record would comprise
basic identity documents and information such as medical and educational records, as
well as the information and documents necessary for a coherent narrative of a child-
hood, as a function of history and memory keeping. Collated from the very beginning
of a child’s pathway through care, the portable personal record would be cumulative,
and would be considered as information belonging to the child, travelling with the child
at placement change and other transition points. Copies of the material in the portable
personal record should also be preserved by the relevant professional organisations, to
ensure that the information remains available if the originals are lost. Thus, this record
would be available as a critical resource for care leavers seeking to understand child-
hood experiences and explore their identity (therapy and meaning making).

The portable personal record takes into consideration all dimensions of the records
continuum. The record is created in collaboration with children or young people in care,
incorporating content that reflects their perspective and has the potential to support
identity. Capture into a records system involves ensuring clear file structure, accession
and tracking information, and organisational policies about the location of the different
components of the record. The records are organised in the archive. Organisations need
to manage storage of material in a range of formats, such as paper documents, digital
records and memorabilia, as well as ensuring that records are connected across media
and across locations. And the archival procedures developed to organise and manage
records should influence how records are created and captured in the first place.27

Finally, the dimension of pluralisation – the record as collective memory – involves
establishing recordkeeping regimes that cross organisational and jurisdictional bound-
aries, and can carry records beyond the life of an individual or an organisation. This
dimension needs to be kept in mind at all other stages of the continuum. Personal infor-
mation in the record will probably be accessed by care leavers in the future, and other
information will be accessed by care leavers, their relatives, genealogists, historians and
others, and put to purposes we may not yet imagine.

Conclusion

‘The archive is a live thing, living in retirement for a while’28 is how a ‘Who am I?’
workshop participant expressed the dynamic relationship between the stories of those
growing up in care and their records. This paper has approached the issue of record-
keeping from a social work perspective, maintaining a focus on children growing up in
out-of-home care, their identity needs, and the way in which records can support them.
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Documents are not a replacement for the actual relationships which support a person’s
sense of themselves, but they function as a critical resource for identification, personal
histories and memory.

While the ‘Who am I?’ findings suggest that care providing organisations and out-
of-home care practitioners have much to learn from recordkeeping professionals about
practices to ensure that records support the identity of clients throughout their lifespan,
there is a lesson here for recordkeeping professionals too. Archivists have a responsibil-
ity to ensure that the policies and procedures which govern the organisation, storage
and release of records are also reflected in procedures for creating them. The multiple
purposes of records, both in the present and in the future, need to be recognised by all
those concerned with records, from the point of creation to that of access. Above all, in
the out-of-home care sector, anyone working with children in care must be constantly
mindful that the records they write and read represent the lives of very real people.
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