
Handouts



Using Effective Language 

 
Below are some common phrases that are unclear, contain jargon, and should be avoided in 
Progress Notes and case documentation.   
 
Rewrite each phrase using clear, more specific, behavioral language. 
 
Vague phrases Alternative Language 

 
Parent lacks parenting skills 
 

 
 
 

Parent will set limits 
 

 
 
 

Parent does/does not nurture child 
 

 
 
 

Parent cares for child 
 

 
 
 

Parent is overwhelmed 
 

 
 
 

 
Child exhibits inappropriate behavior 
 

 
 
 

Child is delayed 
 

 
 
 

 
Housing is inadequate 
 

 
 
 

Family communication is poor 
 

 
 
 

 
Caseworker will monitor services 
 

 
 
 

More Practice: Using Effective 
Language  

 



To the Caseworker:  To practice using effective language in your case notes,  complete the following 
worksheet.  
 
1. Use concrete, descriptive language 
 
NOT THIS: Poor hygiene was evident. 
THIS IS BETTER: Dinner dishes were encrusted with old food. 
 
NOT THIS: Rita had difficulty coping with her children’s behavior. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
_________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________. 

 
 
 
 

2. Record evidence of the senses – things seen, heard, smelled, tasted and touched 
 

NOT THIS: Mrs. Jones is a great parent. 
THIS IS BETTER: Worker observed Mrs. Jones hugging Jimmy several times during her last visit; this made 
Jimmy smile. 
 
NOT THIS: The house was unkempt. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 
 
 
 
 
3. Use words with clear meanings 

 
NOT THIS: Mrs. P. was concerned about Johnny. 
THIS IS BETTER: Mrs. P. was worried that Johnny’s truancy would result in his expulsion. 
 
NOT THIS: The children are thriving. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 

 
 
 
 

 
4. Avoid value-laden terms 

 
NOT THIS: Mr. Smith is belligerent. 
THIS IS BETTER: Mr. Smith argued with the neighbor. 
 
NOT THIS: Jane is negligent about her son’s education. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 

 
 

5. Fully identify persons, places, direct quotations and sources of information 



 
NOT THIS: It was noted that Mrs. Wasson refused to meet today. 
THIS IS BETTER: Mrs. Wasson said, “I can’t meet today.” 
 
NOT THIS: The child said her uncle was bothering her. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 

 
 

6. Record facts, not an evaluation of the facts 
 
NOT THIS: Sally went to school because she hates home. 
THIS IS BETTER: Sally went to school three times last week. 
 
NOT THIS: Julie lacks responsibility. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 

 
 

7. Clearly label your impressions and base them on observable information. 
 
NOT THIS: Mrs. Kent wants her children to remain in foster care. 
THIS IS BETTER: I believe that Mrs. Kent does not want her children because she failed to visit or contact 
them or me for over six months.  Mrs. Kent did not respond to six certified letters sent to her last know 
address. 
 
NOT THIS: Mary H. demonstrates a lack of stability. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 

 
 

8. Avoid abbreviations 
 

NOT THIS: Worker encouraged Mr. Jones to contact EMC. 
THIS IS BETTER: Worker encouraged Mr. Jones to contact the Emergency Medical Center. 
 
NOT THIS: Martha is participating in drug counseling at the W.P. Center. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 
 
 
9. Summarize (unless quoting) 

 
NOT THIS: The family visit started when Pedro arrived at 5 p.m. on Friday.  First the family ate dinner, and 
then they watched TV, after that Pedro went to sleep… 
THIS IS BETTER: The family described a positive visit together over the weekend.  Mr. and Mrs. Sanchez 
reported that they were able to keep to the routine we had planned together.  Pedro said he wanted to “stay 
home forever.” 
 
NOT THIS: When worker arrived at the W. home, Mr. And Mrs. W. were having an argument.  Mrs. W. said 
Mr. W. drank too much.  He got mad and said it wasn’t true and accused her of making him look bad.  She 
said he never pays any attention to her and the children.  He said it wasn’t his job to look after the children… 



THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 

 
 

10. Note quality of interaction during parent/child contact 
 

NOT THIS: Mr. Parish kept his visit with his son. 
THIS IS BETTER: During today’s visit, Mr. Parish responded reassuringly to Donald’s fears about school. 
 
NOT THIS: Family visit today.  Present were Mrs. L., Tammy and Terry. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

11. Record worker interventions 
 

NOT THIS: The children were out of control and Mrs. Lane just let the children do as they pleased. 
THIS IS BETTER: Worker attempted to offer suggestions for how Mrs. Lane might better manage the 
children’s behavior, but she ignored these by changing the subject. 
 
NOT THIS: The family began to talk about how their mother’s death affected them. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 

 
 

12. Record permanency planning issues 
 

NOT THIS: Meeting held following the Sharpe children’s placement. 
THIS IS BETTER: This worker met with Mr. and Mrs. Sharpe following the children’s placement to discuss a 
visiting plan and to review the changes that are necessary before the children can return home.  These 
include… 
 
NOT THIS: Met with Mrs. Dobson, foster mother, and Julie (age 16).  They are getting along well. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 

 
 

13. Focus on the purpose of the contact 
 

NOT THIS: Upon arriving at Mrs. Jordan’s home, worker noticed two sickly looking dogs in the neighborhood 
and considered contacting the animal shelter. 
THIS IS BETTER: Worker discussed with Mrs. Jordan the precautions she could take to safeguard her 
children, following the recent attack on a child in her neighborhood. 
 
NOT THIS: Worker accompanied Rosita and her 3-year-old son, Juan, to the clinic.  We waited a long time.  
Juan was bored and began to whine.  Rosita tried keeping him busy.  I tried to get the clinic to hurry and 
explained that we needed to get home in time for Rosita’s 7 year old. 



THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 

 
 
 

14. Identify assets and liabilities as related to service needs and the service plan 
 
NOT THIS: Ms. Jacobs doesn’t like to take the bus. 
THIS IS BETTER: Ms. Jacobs discussed her fear of taking the bus; this poses a barrier to her keeping visits 
with the children. 
 
NOT THIS: Mark (age 16) reads poorly. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________. 

 
 

15. Note actions planned 
 

NOT THIS: Planned to see client next week. 
THIS IS BETTER: We agreed to meet again on 3/12 at 10 a.m. to attend the clinic appointment together. 
 
NOT THIS: We discussed the need for follow-up. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 

 
 

16. Use complete sentences.  Check for grammar, spelling, and punctuation. 
 

NOT THIS: Noted peeling paint, exposed wires, foul smell. 
THIS IS BETTER: This worker observed peeling paint, exposed wiring in the bedroom and a foul smell in the 
apartment. 
 
NOT THIS: Mr. S. disgusted, lost P.A. check, no replacement. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Suggested Answers to Practice Worksheet 
 
1. Rita screamed at the children when they were teasing one another.  She began to cry when they would not 

listen. 
 



2. Worker observed clothing and toys left around the room, garbage overflowing, food on the floor and the house 
smelled of urine. 

 
3. The children appear rested and less anxious and they are smiling more. 
 
4. Jane failed to send her 6-year-old son to school ten of the last thirty school days. 
 
5. Laura (age 6) stated that “Uncle Jack tries to hug me too much and it feels weird.” 
 
6. Julie failed to keep her appointment at the clinic and forgot to complete her homework assignment. 
 
7. I believe Mary H. demonstrates a lack of stability because she has lost three apartments this year when she 

failed to pay the rent. 
 
8. Martha is participating in drug counseling at the William Patterson Center. 
 
9. When this worker arrived, Mr. and Mrs. W. were arguing about Mr. W’s drinking and about the lack of support 

Mrs. W. feels she gets from Mr. W. 
 
10. Worker transported children for a family visit at the Lane home.  Present were Mrs. Lane, Tammy and Terry.  

Mrs. Lane did not intervene when the children were breaking furniture and climbing near the window. 
 
11. This worker helped the family to begin talking about how their mother’s death had affected them. 
 
12. Worker met with Mrs. Dobson, foster mother, and Julie (age 16) to discuss Julie’s adjustment and Mrs. 

Dobson’s role in helping to prepare Julie for independent living. 
 
13. Worker accompanied Rosita to the clinic for Juan’s appointment.  Dr. Marion confirmed that Juan’s ear is 

infected and he issued a prescription, which Rosita is to give Juan for seven days. 
 
14. Mark’s poor reading skill impairs his ability to get a job.  He is in need of remedial reading. 
 
15. Mrs. Lewis agreed to make a list of her concerns.  Worker agreed to call the center. 
 
16. Mr. S. lost his public assistance check this week and has been unable to get it replaced.  He said he is 

“disgusted” with the system. 
 



 



 
Below are some common phrases that are unclear, contain jargon, and 
should be avoided in Progress Notes and case documentation.   
 
Rewrite each phrase using clear, more specific, behavioral language. 
 
Vague phrases Alternative Language 
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Parent will set limits 
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Child exhibits inappropriate behavior 
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Using Effective Language 



More Practice: Using Effective Language  
 
To the Caseworker:  To practice using effective language in your case notes,  
complete the following worksheet.  
 
1. Use concrete, descriptive language 
 
NOT THIS: Poor hygiene was evident. 
THIS IS BETTER: Dinner dishes were encrusted with old food. 
 
NOT THIS: Rita had difficulty coping with her children’s behavior. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
_________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________. 

 
 
 
 

2. Record evidence of the senses – things seen, heard, smelled, tasted 
and touched 

 
NOT THIS: Mrs. Jones is a great parent. 
THIS IS BETTER: Worker observed Mrs. Jones hugging Jimmy several times 
during her last visit; this made Jimmy smile. 
 
NOT THIS: The house was unkempt. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 
 
 
 
 
3. Use words with clear meanings 

 
NOT THIS: Mrs. P. was concerned about Johnny. 
THIS IS BETTER: Mrs. P. was worried that Johnny’s truancy would result in his 
expulsion. 
 
NOT THIS: The children are thriving. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 

 
 
 
 

 



4. Avoid value-laden terms 
 

NOT THIS: Mr. Smith is belligerent. 
THIS IS BETTER: Mr. Smith argued with the neighbor. 
 
NOT THIS: Jane is negligent about her son’s education. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 

 
 

5. Fully identify persons, places, direct quotations and sources of 
information 

 
NOT THIS: It was noted that Mrs. Wasson refused to meet today. 
THIS IS BETTER: Mrs. Wasson said, “I can’t meet today.” 
 
NOT THIS: The child said her uncle was bothering her. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 

 
 

6. Record facts, not an evaluation of the facts 
 
NOT THIS: Sally went to school because she hates home. 
THIS IS BETTER: Sally went to school three times last week. 
 
NOT THIS: Julie lacks responsibility. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 

 
 

7. Clearly label your impressions and base them on observable 
information. 

 
NOT THIS: Mrs. Kent wants her children to remain in foster care. 
THIS IS BETTER: I believe that Mrs. Kent does not want her children because 
she failed to visit or contact them or me for over six months.  Mrs. Kent did not 
respond to six certified letters sent to her last know address. 
 
NOT THIS: Mary H. demonstrates a lack of stability. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 

 



 
8. Avoid abbreviations 

 
NOT THIS: Worker encouraged Mr. Jones to contact EMC. 
THIS IS BETTER: Worker encouraged Mr. Jones to contact the Emergency 
Medical Center. 
 
NOT THIS: Martha is participating in drug counseling at the W.P. Center. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 
 
 
9. Summarize (unless quoting) 

 
NOT THIS: The family visit started when Pedro arrived at 5 p.m. on Friday.  First 
the family ate dinner, and then they watched TV, after that Pedro went to sleep… 
THIS IS BETTER: The family described a positive visit together over the 
weekend.  Mr. and Mrs. Sanchez reported that they were able to keep to the 
routine we had planned together.  Pedro said he wanted to “stay home forever.” 
 
NOT THIS: When worker arrived at the W. home, Mr. And Mrs. W. were having 
an argument.  Mrs. W. said Mr. W. drank too much.  He got mad and said it 
wasn’t true and accused her of making him look bad.  She said he never pays 
any attention to her and the children.  He said it wasn’t his job to look after the 
children… 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 

 
 

10. Note quality of interaction during parent/child contact 
 

NOT THIS: Mr. Parish kept his visit with his son. 
THIS IS BETTER: During today’s visit, Mr. Parish responded reassuringly to 
Donald’s fears about school. 
 
NOT THIS: Family visit today.  Present were Mrs. L., Tammy and Terry. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



11. Record worker interventions 
 

NOT THIS: The children were out of control and Mrs. Lane just let the children do 
as they pleased. 
THIS IS BETTER: Worker attempted to offer suggestions for how Mrs. Lane 
might better manage the children’s behavior, but she ignored these by changing 
the subject. 
 
NOT THIS: The family began to talk about how their mother’s death affected 
them. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 

 
 

12. Record permanency planning issues 
 

NOT THIS: Meeting held following the Sharpe children’s placement. 
THIS IS BETTER: This worker met with Mr. and Mrs. Sharpe following the 
children’s placement to discuss a visiting plan and to review the changes that are 
necessary before the children can return home.  These include… 
 
NOT THIS: Met with Mrs. Dobson, foster mother, and Julie (age 16).  They are 
getting along well. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 

 
 

13. Focus on the purpose of the contact 
 

NOT THIS: Upon arriving at Mrs. Jordan’s home, worker noticed two sickly 
looking dogs in the neighborhood and considered contacting the animal shelter. 
THIS IS BETTER: Worker discussed with Mrs. Jordan the precautions she could 
take to safeguard her children, following the recent attack on a child in her 
neighborhood. 
 
NOT THIS: Worker accompanied Rosita and her 3-year-old son, Juan, to the 
clinic.  We waited a long time.  Juan was bored and began to whine.  Rosita tried 
keeping him busy.  I tried to get the clinic to hurry and explained that we needed 
to get home in time for Rosita’s 7 year old. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 

 
 
 



14. Identify assets and liabilities as related to service needs and the 
service plan 

 
NOT THIS: Ms. Jacobs doesn’t like to take the bus. 
THIS IS BETTER: Ms. Jacobs discussed her fear of taking the bus; this poses a 
barrier to her keeping visits with the children. 
 
NOT THIS: Mark (age 16) reads poorly. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________. 

 
 

15. Note actions planned 
 

NOT THIS: Planned to see client next week. 
THIS IS BETTER: We agreed to meet again on 3/12 at 10 a.m. to attend the 
clinic appointment together. 
 
NOT THIS: We discussed the need for follow-up. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 

 
 

16. Use complete sentences.  Check for grammar, spelling, and 
punctuation. 

 
NOT THIS: Noted peeling paint, exposed wires, foul smell. 
THIS IS BETTER: This worker observed peeling paint, exposed wiring in the 
bedroom and a foul smell in the apartment. 
 
NOT THIS: Mr. S. disgusted, lost P.A. check, no replacement. 
THIS IS BETTER:  
________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Suggested Answers to Practice Worksheet 
 
1. Rita screamed at the children when they were teasing one another.  She began 

to cry when they would not listen. 
 
2. Worker observed clothing and toys left around the room, garbage overflowing, 

food on the floor and the house smelled of urine. 
 
3. The children appear rested and less anxious and they are smiling more. 
 
4. Jane failed to send her 6-year-old son to school ten of the last thirty school days. 
 
5. Laura (age 6) stated that “Uncle Jack tries to hug me too much and it feels 

weird.” 
 
6. Julie failed to keep her appointment at the clinic and forgot to complete her 

homework assignment. 
 
7. I believe Mary H. demonstrates a lack of stability because she has lost three 

apartments this year when she failed to pay the rent. 
 
8. Martha is participating in drug counseling at the William Patterson Center. 
 
9. When this worker arrived, Mr. and Mrs. W. were arguing about Mr. W’s drinking 

and about the lack of support Mrs. W. feels she gets from Mr. W. 
 
10. Worker transported children for a family visit at the Lane home.  Present were 

Mrs. Lane, Tammy and Terry.  Mrs. Lane did not intervene when the children 
were breaking furniture and climbing near the window. 

 
11. This worker helped the family to begin talking about how their mother’s death had 

affected them. 
 
12. Worker met with Mrs. Dobson, foster mother, and Julie (age 16) to discuss Julie’s 

adjustment and Mrs. Dobson’s role in helping to prepare Julie for independent 
living. 

 
13. Worker accompanied Rosita to the clinic for Juan’s appointment.  Dr. Marion 

confirmed that Juan’s ear is infected and he issued a prescription, which Rosita 
is to give Juan for seven days. 

 
14. Mark’s poor reading skill impairs his ability to get a job.  He is in need of remedial 

reading. 
 
15. Mrs. Lewis agreed to make a list of her concerns.  Worker agreed to call the 

center. 
 
16. Mr. S. lost his public assistance check this week and has been unable to get it 

replaced.  He said he is “disgusted” with the system. 
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