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Introduction
Welcome to the Self-Paced Learner’s Guide for Assessment of Clients. This Learner’s Guide
will provide you with the basic information needed to work effectively in this area of work.
You will need to support your own learning with practical tasks and discussions with more
experienced workers in order to get the most out of your learning experience.

Course outcomes
In this course, you will learn about:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Understanding of validity and reliability requirements for assessment
Standard tests used to measure and review capacity and function GAF Scale and WISC
Knowledge of domain, norm and competency-based assessment
What is assessment
Different types of assessment
Observation and questioning
Use of assessment instruments
Review of any existing documentation
Use of a strengths-based approach to assessment
Obtaining information from client from other sources such as family
Identification of any life stage, social or psychological needs of the client for support
Identify suitable services for client
Identify specialist services required, taking into account severity of needs, agreed goals,
resources, degree of support
Develop a plan in consultation with client
Communicate rights and responsibilities
Work closely and consulting with the client

Assessment of Clients
© ACWA/CCWT 2020
Page 5

Self-Paced Learner’s Guide – some important information
This Self-Paced Learner’s Guide is your main workbook. It contains information and activities
to assist you to understand how the information can be applied in the workplace. The
Learner’s Guide Appendix provides access to supplemental readings and/or resources. This
Learner’s Guide only refers to legislation and state authorities that are relevant to New
South Wales. Although the legislative requirements are similar in other states, it is
imperative that you know and understand the requirements for the state in which you
work.

Icons
Complete a learning or reflective activity

Approaching Distance Learning
Distance learning is a very different experience to traditional face-to-face training. It
requires that you:
•
•
•
•

Make a personal commitment to undertake the learning process
Take a stronger responsibility in defining your learning needs
Access help from others as required
Structure your time
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Some Distance Learning Hints
Be realistic and plan your workload. You will not have to attend prescheduled
training, but you will have to do regular learning. So if there is insufficient time in
your personal schedule to do the work of the course, you will be frustrated and you
may become stressed. Keep reminding yourself of the reason you started the
course.
Organize a study schedule. Identify study times when you are fresh and attentive
and stick to those times every week. Think of the study times as ‘reserved time’. If
you miss too many study times, revise your schedule.
Avoid interruptions. Avoid all interruptions and distractions while you are reading,
working on the computer, or studying. Take the telephone off the hook if there is no
one available to answer it but you.
Know where to study. Find a place that is free from distractions. You might consider
work--before or after hours and on your lunch hour—a public library, or a separate
room in your home.
Tell your friends, colleagues, or boss. Knowing that others may ask how your
studies are going is a great way to stay motivated – so that you can tell them about
your progress.
Use good communication skills. Pay careful attention to instructions and be certain
that you understand what is being asked when submitting assignments. It often
helps to develop a brief one-page outline before the final product.
Use relaxation techniques to focus better. Relaxation techniques can benefit
learning in a number of ways: heighten concentration, heighten attention focusing
and lessen anxiety. Some common relaxation techniques include deep breathing,
stretching, and soothing music.
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Defining Assessment
What is assessment?
Assessment is a process where a worker and a service user come to an understanding of a
particular situation. This can happen during a conversation where a worker and client
discuss what is happening for the client, what their circumstances are and what kind of
support they would like.

Different types of assessment
There are different types of assessment for different purposes. Here are some examples of
different assessments.
Intake assessment:
During an intake assessment, information is gathered for the purpose
of identifying the needs of the client, and which of these needs this
service can fulfil. It allows services providers and clients to make
informed decisions about which services to provide or access.

Domain based assessment
Domain-based assessments focus on one or more domains or areas
of health and cognitive functioning such as mental health, physical
health and social needs, rather than taking a wider view of the whole
person. Domain based assessments are useful when you are
interested in how a person is being affected by that domain, and to
determine supports that are relevant to the domain.

Norm based assessment
Norm-based assessment allows workers to assess clients against
statistical norms for a particular characteristic or area of
functioning. For example, an 80- year-old person may be
assessed for cognitive functioning using a test instrument and
his score then ranked against the scores of those others who
have been assessed using the same instrument.
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Competency based assessment
Competency-based assessment is criterion based-assessment,
which means a client is assessed on skills in a particular area.
For example, a worker may observe a client’s self-care abilities
using a checklist that provides a list of skills that the client is
asked to demonstrate.

What kind of assessment would you use in your work in assessing clients? Also record the
reasons behind why you believe that type of assessment would be most appropriate.
Please record your answer below:
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Setting Up an Assessment
There are some key factors and considerations that need to be prepared before beginning
an assessment, so that the client is fully aware of what the process will be, their rights and
responsibilities. The assessor also has a role in preparing a safe and inviting space for the
client so that they feel as comfortable and safe as possible to allow them to be able to share
their story.
Some key factors are:
Checklist
PreparationHave I:
☐

Prepared the paperwork I need for this assessment?

☐

Familiarised myself with the client’s basic details- name and any background
information that might help to build a rapport- are there reasons listed on the
referral form as to why the client is at my service?

☐

Thought about the cultural background of the person (if you know this). How will this
need to be considered while carrying out the assessment. For example, you might
want to greet the person in a culturally appropriate way.

☐

Thought about the kinds of questions I might ask and what style of assessment I
might use- depending of course on what the client prefers and maintaining
flexibility?

☐

Organised pens and paper ready along with any tools (for example worksheets) or
toys (if appropriate e.g. for a child) the client might need to use as part of the
assessment?

Safety- physical, psychological & emotional
Have I:
☐

Made note of all available exits and have thought through how I will leave the
room/space if I my safety is threatened?

☐

Set the chairs up in the room so the client can see the exits and both our backs are
not facing the exit?

☐

Set up the room so that the chairs are alongside each other so that I am not behind a
desk?

☐

Provided cups and water for the client and myself?

☐

Thought about how the client might feel and how to approach them with empathy
and care?

☐

Let the client know that if they need to leave at any time or they do not want to
continue to the assessment they are free to leave at any time?
Assessment of Clients
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Privacy and confidentiality
Have I:
☐

Prepared to advise the client after greeting them but before the assessment begins
that whatever is said in this room will stay in this room and nobody else will know
what is discussed unless I feel or the client feels that either their safety or the safety
of someone else is at risk- (give an example- for example if you were to tell me that
you were in serious risk of being harmed when you returned home then I might need
to tell someone)?

☐

Provided the client with a room that is comfortable and private (if I am able too)?

☐

Prepared to advise the client that I need their written or verbal consent before being
able to pass on their information to other services or individuals and will ask them
who they consent to their information being shared with and make note of this?
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Practice scenario:
Yvonne
Yvonne is 84. She lives in a retirement village with her husband and carer Bill. Yvonne was
diagnosed with Alzheimer’s 3 years ago and has experienced an increased level of cognitive
decline recently. She now requires reminders about personal care and cannot be left alone.
Yvonne recently broke her foot and is unable to walk as a result. When you meet with
Yvonne to make an assessment of her support needs you notice she is wincing in her
wheelchair. Yvonne softly moans and seems to be in a lot of pain. You also notice her
husband/carer Bill seems quite impatient with Yvonne and you over hear him telling her too
“shut up and stop complaining… you never stop whining”

ACTIVITY

!

What might you need to consider prior to undertaking an assessment with Yvonne?
Specifically think about these areas:
•

Safety of Yvonne and Bill (including emotional safety)

•

Gathering information

•

The capacity of Yvonne to participate in the assessment
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!

ACTIVITY

Practice scenario part 2 Yvonne.
Firstly, think about what kinds of the questions you could ask Yvonne to see what her
support needs and priorities are. You might also use what you have observed so far with
Yvonne and Bill to inform the types of questions you might ask.
Once you have reflected on the kinds of questions you might ask, record 2 questions you
could ask Yvonne at the beginning of an assessment inside the speech bubbles provided
below. Think about how you might be building rapport and understanding between yourself
and Yvonne.
Question 1

Question 2
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Observation and questioning
Observation is an important part of conducting a good assessment, reading a person’s body
language, levels of distress and interaction with staff and family members might provide
insight into their support needs. What is the person’s body language like?
Relaxed/tense/shut off?
Do they seem distressed? If so, is it about a particular topic/person/situation?
Using Sight to see
Using Ears to hear and listen

You cannot see everything, so it is vital that observations made by assessors are only part of
making an assessment. Part of making a good assessment is also not jumping to conclusions
based on your own assumptions.
It might also help to ask family members questions if appropriate to build a bigger picture.
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Asking Questions
The types of questions you ask someone is also key in building rapport and understanding.
Closed questions do not invite the person to share their perspective or story and can shut
them down from talking about their support needs and circumstances.
Open questions invite the person to share their story and feeling with you and can be the
start of truly understanding what is happening in a person’s life.
Open questions usually start with the following:
When
How
What
Where
Why
Who

By keeping questions open it is more likely to invite a conversational response as
opposed to one or two word answers. This also helps to keep the focus on the person
being assessed and their perspective rather then an assessor led directive assessment.
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Empowering Questions in an Assessment
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Where do you receive support and encouragement in your life?
Who is there that you trust and can talk to about this situation?
Think about the decisions you made well in the past. How did you approach the
decision? What can you use now?
What do you need to be your best?
Have there been occasions when you have worked through similar problems that we can
call upon to help us in this situation?
What do you need to stand up for yourself and get what you need?
What resources do you have (people, financial, spiritual, property) that might help you
deal with this situation?
Are there ways we can be helpful to you so you can communicate and negotiate
effectively for yourself?
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Obtaining Information from Other Sources
Another way of building the strength of an assessment is to seek information when relevant
from family members and key stakeholders in the client’s life.
These might include services currently working with the client, as well as friends or next of
kin outside the family group.
This way you may be able to gather a bigger picture of the person’s history and experiences.

ACTIVITY:
!
What are 3 key pieces of information that might be relevant to gather from the family and
key stakeholders in a client’s life?
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Values, Beliefs and Assumptions
In any work we bring our values and beliefs and make assumptions based on what we
believe, hear and feel.
It is vital that workers making assessments and doing client work, firstly have self-awareness
to understand what those values and beliefs are, as well as how those values and beliefs
might impact and affect clients they work with.

ACTIVITY:
!
Q: What can you do to ensure you do not make assumptions in doing an assessment with
Yvonne?
Please record your responses in the box below:

Note: In recording your responses, consider what might trigger some bias reactions in you,
and how you might clarify or check these bias and assumptions.
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!

ACTIVITY

Values and attitudes can greatly affect how we work with people. Values can cloud our
judgment when working with a person. In the glasses below write some of your own values
in and around the lenses. They can relate to how you think of clients. For example: “clients
make choices and deserve everything they get’ or “everyone is equal”
Q: What values, beliefs and assumptions do you have that shape the way you see the
world?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
Q: What impact might your values have on the clients you work with?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
Q: Why do you believe it is important to be aware of your values and attitudes when
working with clients?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Use of assessment instruments – collaboration, consultation
and best practice
Assessment tools are recording devices and should be carefully considered prior to bringing
them into an assessment with a person. Understanding their use and purpose is vital prior
to conducting an assessment. Being critical in evaluating the reasons as to why an assessor
may or may not use a tool during an assessment will ultimately ensure an assessor has the
client’s interests at the forefront of the assessment.
Assessment tools should be transparent in their use- this means the client is aware of what
assessment tool is being used- and what information is being recorded and for what
purpose.
Working collaboratively with a client in building a picture of what is happening for them, the
supports they are currently access and those they would like to access to meet their support
needs is the ultimate goal of a good person centred assessment.
Consultation with your client in how they would like the assessment to happen should also
be a priority.
Asking your client if they would prefer to tell their story and you ask them questions or if
they would prefer you to ask questions and they answer will help to build trust and establish
mutual respect.

ACTIVITY
!
What are 3 questions you could ask a client that would be part of beginning a consultative
and collaborative assessment?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Assessing capacity and functioning
Assessing a person’s functioning and capacity is relevant during an assessment to make sure
that a client is making informed decisions and is able to understand all of the factors
involved including personal rights and responsibilities.

Capacity
Consider the following factors when assessing an individual’s capacity to make a specific
decision:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Presume someone has capacity
Understand what is meant by capacity and lack of capacity
Treat everyone equally
Support the person to make the decision for themselves.

What is mental capacity and when might you need to assess capacity?
Having mental capacity means that a person is able to make their own decisions. Capacity is
also something that can be decision specific- if someone can make some decisions but not
all, they have the right to make as many decisions as possible.
You should always start from the assumption that the person has the capacity to make the
decision in question (principle 1). You should also be able to show that you have made every
effort to encourage and support the person to make the decision themselves (principle 2).
You must also remember that if a person makes a decision which you consider unwise, this
does not necessarily mean that the person lacks the capacity to make the decision (principle
3).
You may be required to make an assessment of capacity before carrying out an assessment–
the more serious the decision, the more formal the assessment of capacity needs to be.
When should capacity be assessed?
You may need to assess capacity where a person is unable to make a particular decision at a
particular time because their mind or brain is affected by illness of disability. Lack of
capacity may not be a permanent condition.
Assessments of capacity should be time- and decision-specific.
You cannot decide that someone lacks capacity based upon age, appearance, condition or
behaviour alone.
The test to assess capacity
The two-stage functional test
In order to decide whether an individual has the capacity to make a particular decision you
must answer two questions:
Stage 1. Is there an impairment of, or disturbance in the functioning of a person's mind or
brain? If so,
Assessment of Clients
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Stage 2. Is the impairment or disturbance sufficient that the person lacks the capacity to
make a particular decision?
A person is unable to make their own decision if they cannot do one or more of the
following four things:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Understand information given to them
Retain that information long enough to be able to make the decision
Weigh up the information available to make the decision
Communicate their decision – this could be by talking, using sign language or even
simple muscle movements such as blinking an eye or squeezing a hand.

There are some general indicators that may point to the need for further investigation, but
they are not exhaustive and should not be used as grounds for a diagnosis and measuring a
person’s capacity. These include when a client:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

demonstrates difficulty to recall or had memory loss
has ongoing difficulty with communications
demonstrates a lack of mental flexibility
struggles with simple calculations when they did not previously
is disoriented
appears and there has been a deterioration in presentation, mood or social withdrawal
attends meetings with multiple friends and or carers and does not speak for themselves

Every effort should be made to find ways of communicating with someone before deciding
that their capacity to make a decision is based solely on their inability to communicate. Also,
you will need to involve family, friends, carers or other professionals. The assessment must
be made on the balance of probabilities – is it more likely than not that the person lacks
capacity? You should be able to show in your records why you have come to your conclusion
that capacity is lacking for the particular decision.
Who should assess capacity?
Anyone caring for or supporting a person who may lack capacity could be involved in
assessing capacity – follow the two-stage test.
Assessing a person’s capacity is to empower those in health and social care to do capacity
assessments themselves, rather than rely on expert testing by psychiatrists or psychologists
– good professional training is key.
However, in cases involving complex or major decisions you may need to get a professional
opinion. This could be a general practitioner (GP) or a specialist (consultant psychiatrist or
psychologist). See diagram below:
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https://www.lawsociety.com.au/cs/groups/public/documents/internetcontent/023880.pdf
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Functioning

Functioning can be best understood as "activities of daily living" include such activities as :
Self-care & personal hygiene, sexual functioning, sleep, eating and preparing food,
communication, speaking and writing, maintaining one’s posture, standing and sitting,
caring for the home and personal finances, walking, travelling and moving about,
recreational and social activities, and work activities.
There are two stages involved in determining a person’s functioning.
Stage 1: What was the client’s pre-morbid functioning level ?
Determining a client’s pre-morbid functioning level is determined by collecting relevant
information about the person’s daily living activities prior to the accident. This should
include a description from the client of his/her premorbid functions. It may include
information from the client’s workplace and friend/ relatives, written reports (e.g., school
reports) and any other relevant information. If issues of premorbid cognitive functioning are
sought, psychometric testing may be required to obtain an estimate of the person’s preaccident level. Tests robust to brain injury and psychological functioning may enable an
estimate of the person’s pre-accident abilities to be calculated. In determining a measure of
global functioning, it is recommended that the Global Assessment of Functioning (GAF)
Scale (refer DSM- IV, p32) be used.
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Stage 2: Does the Client have an impairment?
In determining whether a client has an "Impairment" the assessor would generally obtain
information from many sources. These would include: (i) Background information from the client
(ii) Collateral information from family/friends or other relevant parties about the client
(iii) Previous psychological/ medical/ education/ vocational reports
(iv) Accident history (past and present)
(v) Treatment background
(vi) Daily living activities review
(vii) Psychometric testing data (if relevant to your role)
The background information from the client would usually include information about the
client’s family, relationships, education and vocation, health, mental health and current
challenges.
The collateral information may include interviews with other family members, work
colleagues, and those who may be involved in the person’s daily living activities. Previous
reports may be those prepared about the client by other assessors. This may include past
psychological, medical, education and vocation reports.
Accident history information may include both the client’s account of the present accident
and details about any previous accidents he or she may have experienced. If there are
independent reports about the accident, these may be of relevance.
If the client has received any current or past treatment for injuries etc., these should be
documented with supporting material from those engaged in treatment. Some measure of
the client’s responsiveness to treatment should be addressed.
A description of the client’s current daily living activities should be determined, and a
measure of the person’s general global functioning using the Global Assessment of
Functioning (GAF) Scale should be determined.
Impact that the impairment had caused upon the person’s daily functioning
In order to determine the impact that the impairment has caused upon the person’s daily
functioning a systematic evaluation of four areas of functioning.
These include:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Activities of daily living
Social functioning
Concentration, persistence and pace
Deterioration or decompensating in work or work like settings

http://www.psychology.org.au/assets/files/measurement_of_psych_impairment.pdf
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Working with children
There are also tools for working with children to assess their capacity and functioning in an
assessment. Please see the reading material and the WISC tool on page 88 if this relates to
the work you do with children in an assessment.
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Review any existing documentation

!
Quiz.

ACTIVITY

Using an assessment tool from your workplace - complete this quiz to check if the tool is
person-centred and follows best practice assessment. If you do not have access to an
assessment tool from your workplace you can use the sample assessment tool on page 6368.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Does the tool consider the client’s needs and wants? Yes/ no
Is the tool leading the assessment process? Yes/ no
Is the tool likely to get in the way of engagement with the client? Yes/ no
Does the tool ask inappropriate or irrelevant questions? Such as questions not relevant
to your service and eligibility of service? Yes/ no
5. Is the tool lengthy? Yes/ no
6. Does the tool assist in decision i.e. client need, in taking the assessor to a decision
based on the response of the client? Yes/ no
7. Is the tool interactive? Does the client have an opportunity to use it as well as the
assessor? Yes/ no
8. Is the tool a “tick and flick” document asking closed questions that require a yes or no
answer with little opportunity to clarify or expand? Yes/ no
9. Is the assessor able to modify the tool to suit the needs of the client? Yes/ no
10. Does the tool add to the quality of the assessment in asking client centred questions
and providing the client with opportunity to direct some of the assessment? Yes/ no
11. Does the tool add to the level of safety created during the assessment for the client?
Yes/ no
12. Does the tool encourage a conversation between the client and the assessor? Yes/ no
13. Is the tool a barrier between the worker and client? Yes/ no
14. Is the use of the tool and its purpose transparent to the client? Yes/ no
15. Does the client appear to be comfortable with the use of this tool? Yes/ no
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Any comments about the tool (these comments might expand on questions raised about
the tool within the quiz):

Answers to quiz using the sample assessment tool
No answers to questions: 2,3,4,5,8,13
Yes answers to questions: 1,6,7,9,10,11,12,14,15
Answer to question 5 could be either way.
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Reliability and validity

Testing assessment tools so that they are reliable and valid when conducting an assessment
is critical to ensuring that clients are treated fairly, holistically and with respect.

Types of Reliability
Test-retest reliability is a measure of reliability obtained by administering the same test
twice over a period of time to a group of individuals. The scores from Time 1 and Time 2
can then be correlated in order to evaluate the test for stability over time.
Example: A test designed to assess student learning in psychology could be given to a group
of students twice, with the second administration perhaps coming a week after the
first. The obtained correlation coefficient would indicate the stability of the scores.
Parallel forms reliability is a measure of reliability obtained by administering different
versions of an assessment tool (both versions must contain items that probe the same
construct, skill, knowledge base, etc.) to the same group of individuals. The scores from the
two versions can then be correlated in order to evaluate the consistency of results across
alternate versions.
Example: If you wanted to evaluate the reliability of a critical thinking assessment, you
might create a large set of items that all pertain to critical thinking and then randomly split
the questions up into two sets, which would represent the parallel forms.
Inter-rater reliability is a measure of reliability used to assess the degree to which different
judges or raters agree in their assessment decisions. Inter-rater reliability is useful because
human observers will not necessarily interpret answers the same way; raters may disagree
as to how well certain responses or material demonstrate knowledge of the construct or
skill being assessed.
Internal consistency reliability is a measure of reliability used to evaluate the degree to
which different test items that probe the same construct produce similar results.
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Valid assessments
The term validity has varied meanings depending on the context in which it is being used.
Validity generally refers to how accurately a conclusion, measurement or concept
corresponds to what is being tested. We will focus on validity in assessments.
Validity is defined as the extent to which an assessment accurately measures what it is
intended to measure. Let me explain this concept through a real-world example. If you
weigh yourself on a scale, the scale should give you an accurate measurement of your
weight. If the scale tells you weigh 150 kilos and you actually weigh 135 kilos, then the scale
is not valid.
The same can be said for assessments. If an assessment intends to measure achievement
and ability in a particular subject area but then measures concepts that are completely
unrelated, the assessment is not valid.
Before discussing how validity is measured and differentiating between the different types
of validity, it is important to understand how external and internal factors impact validity.
A client's reading ability can have an impact on the validity of an assessment. For example, if
a client has a hard time comprehending what a question is asking, a test will not be an
accurate assessment of what the student truly knows about a subject.

Measurement of Validity
Validity is measured using a coefficient. Typically two scores from two assessments or
measures are calculated to determine a number between 0 and 1. Higher coefficients
indicate higher validity. Generally, assessments with a coefficient of .60 and above are
considered acceptable or highly valid.
Types of Validity
There are three types of validity that we should consider: content, predictive and construct
validity. Content validity refers to the extent to which an assessment represents all facets of
tasks within the domain being assessed.
Validity in Assessments: Content, Construct & Predictive Validity
http://study.com/academy/lesson/validity-in-assessments-content-construct-predictivevalidity.html
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ACTIVITY
!
What are 2 strategies could you do as an assessor within your organisation to ensure your
assessment tools and techniques are valid and reliable?
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Identification of Life Stage, Social, Physical and
Psychological Needs

Identifying the life stage, social, psychological support needs of the client ensure your
assessment is as holistic as possible. Life stage is determined by the chronological age of the
person and their developmental level.
For example:
•

•

if a person is in their early 50’s they might be at a middle adulthood life stage. Life stages
and the social and psychological and spiritual development is also contextual to the
culture the person belongs to and is exposed to.
It is also about the amount of acculturation a person is exposed to- that is the number of
cultural practices and attitudes adopted by the person of the new culture. Culture and
human development are constantly interacting.

Stage of Psychosocial Development, as articulated by Erik Erikson, is a psychoanalytic
theory which identifies eight stages through which a healthily developing human should
pass from infancy to late adulthood. In each stage, the person confronts, and hopefully
masters, new challenges.
Each stage builds upon the successful completion of earlier stages. The challenges of stages
not successfully completed may be expected to reappear as problems in the future.
However, mastery of a stage is not required to advance to the next stage. Erikson's stage
theory characterizes an individual advancing through the eight life stages as a function of
negotiating his or her biological forces and sociocultural forces. Each stage is characterized
by a psychosocial crisis of these two conflicting forces (as shown in the table below).
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If an individual does indeed successfully reconcile these forces (favoring the first mentioned
attribute in the crisis), he or she emerges from the stage with the corresponding virtue. For
example, if an infant enters into the toddler stage (autonomy vs. shame and doubt) with
more trust than mistrust, he or she carries the virtue of hope into the remaining life stages.
Erik Erikson’s stages of life stages are defined as:

Source: http://psychology.about.com adapted from Erik Erickson’s stages of psychosocial
development work.
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ACTIVITY
!
Identify 3 points that highlight the importance of why identifying the life stage of a client in
an assessment:
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
What are 3 examples of how a client’s social and psychological needs
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Importance of culture in assessment
It is also important to understand that the life stages will vary between cultures. For
example- Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have an average life expectancy up to
20 years below the average Australian.
This is significant for First Nations people in their life stages- as Elders are often in the
“middle life stage” in a Western model of development. This Western idea of development
does not take into account the significance and standing of First Nations Elders within their
communities.
It is important to factor in any cultural assumptions and norms based on Western models
and theories when working with First Nations peoples.
Source: Meaning of a long life: Cultural, social and historical perspectives Ashley Carr, Simon
Biggs and Helen Kimberley, April 2013
The culture and cultural background of a client is also of critical importance in
understanding their life stage and psychosocial development.
For example, Hoi, a Vietnamese Australian child is new to a local childcare centre for after
school care. Hoi is 7 and she plans on attending the centre 2-3 times per week.
At the first meeting with Hoi and her mother Po, Child care workers at the centre have
noticed that Hoi doesn’t tie her shoes, or know how to feed herself and often requests a
worker to do so. Hoi arrived at the centre on a bike with her mother and neither wears a
helmet.
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ACTIVITY
!
What are some of the assumptions the workers at Hoi’s childcare might make based on
Hoi’s observed behaviour?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
How might this impact on an assessment of Hoi in terms of what the childcare centre is
likely to do?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
Hoi’s story part 2
Hoi’s parents practice their traditional Vietnamese culture and believe that Hoi should not
have to do these things until she is older, they also do not value Hoi’s independence in these
tasks as evidence Hoi is developing. They prefer Hoi to have these needs met by adults and
spend time together as a family and community.

ACTIVITY
!
What would a culturally appropriate approach be so that Hoi’s needs are met and her
culture respected in an assessment of her needs?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
What are the implications for Hoi and her family in terms of Erickson’s Psychosocial life
stage approach?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Hoi’s story demonstrates the need for a more inclusive and culturally sensitive approach to
any assessment with a child, young person, adult or family.
It also serves to demonstrate that culture can play a factor in how workers perceive a
person’s capacity, functioning and life stage based on their own cultural view. Eric Erickson’s
theory is one which might align more with western ideas of development, and there must
be an individual, person centred approach to exploring life stages, psychological and social
needs of a person based on their culture and values.
This story also highlights the tension between western and in this case Vietnamese cultural
beliefs and values about how children should be raised. Keeping this in mind during an
assessment is critical in truly working collaboratively with the client and or family.
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Strength Based Assessment
Building on and understanding client strengths will help the worker and client to focus on
what is working, client resilience, coping behaviours and resources and networks.

As outlined in Saint-Jacques, et al. (2009) the strengths-based approach is based on six key
principles:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Every individual, family, group and community has strengths, and the focus is on these
strengths rather than a traditional “problem” focus
The community is a rich source of resources
Interventions are based on client self-determination
Collaboration is central, with the practitioner-client relationship as primary and
essential
Outreach is employed as a preferred mode of support, and
All people have the inherent capacity to learn, grow and change
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ACTIVITY

!

Q: Can you think of 3 questions that are strength based that you could ask a client during an
assessment
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

Some strength-based questions might be:
•
•
•
•
•
•

What are some of the things you like to do or feel that you do well?
What are your friends like (ages, gender)? What are some of the things you all like to do
together?
What might your friend’s say make you a good friend to them?
How do you handle difficult situations? Give an example of the last difficult situation you
faced and how you handled it?
When you complete our program successfully, what will be different about you and
those around you?
On a scale of 1 to 10, how motivated are you in wanting to try our program out?

Many of these questions echo the differing types of solution-focused questions that De Jong
and Miller (1995) identify as integral parts of a strengths-based interview.
Rapp (1998 in Arnold, et al. 2007) says this is achieved through:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

A focus on individual strengths rather than pathology, diagnosis or labels
Viewing the community as abundant in resources
Interventions that are based on client self-determination
The primary and essential nature of the worker- client relationship
Intensive outreach as the preferred mode of intervention
A belief that people can learn, grow and change.
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Person-centred assessment
“We are human beings…and it is shared humanity that should be the basis of the
relationship between us” (Curtin, 1979).
The assessment and delivery of person centred practice will be different for each individual,
team and organisation. Person centered practice is working with clients, as they want to be
worked with.
Checklists, observation, interviews and psychological tests are four of the methods used
frequently in traditional domain based, norm based or competency-based assessment.
Ensure the use of these tools are kept to a minimum within a client centered assessment
and keep the conversation/interaction with the client as fluid as possible using a range of
assessment tools designed to enable the client to engage with the assessor in a meaningful
way. (Hynan, 2003).
Why is person-centred practice important?
It makes sense that when you get to know the client well, you can be more effective in
understanding their needs and therefore better support and service delivery. By promoting
and facilitating greater client responsibility, clients are more likely to engage in decisions,
feel supported to make behavioural changes and empowered to self manage.
A recent literature review found that person-centred practice could make a positive
difference to health outcomes, client satisfaction and can improve one’s sense of
professional worth (Department of Human Services, 2006).
Principles of person centred care
1. Getting to know the client as a person: This focuses on building a relationship between
the worker and the client and workers. workers need to get to know the person not
their diagnostic label.
2. Sharing of power and responsibility: This focuses on respecting preferences. It includes
working with clients as partners when setting goals, planning and making decisions
about goals and outcomes.
3. Accessibility and flexibility: This focuses on meeting clients individual needs by being
sensitive to values, preference and expressed needs. It also focuses on providing the
client choice by giving timely, complete and accurate information in a manner they can
understand so they can make choices about their lives.
4. Coordination and integration: This is about teamwork. It includes working together to
minimise duplication and providing each client with a key worker at the agency. It also
involves service providers and systems working “seamlessly” behind the scenes to
maximise client outcomes and provide them with a positive experience
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5. Environments: The environment refers to both the physical and the organisational /
cultural environment. This is focused on having an environment that enables staff to be
person centred in the way they work.
Guide to Implementing person-centred care in your health service – Victorian Department of
Human Services July 2008
Person-centred assessment
When trying to do person-centred work, it is important to assess your work critically and
reflectively.
There are 6 known steps for person-centred work.
Step 1 and 2 Assess
What is the challenge? How person centred am I?
1. Select an assessment instrument that best fits your role.
2. Complete the assessment to determine your current strengths and weaknesses in terms
of person centred practice.
Step 3 and 4 Objectives
What area should I address to become more person centred in my practice?
Reflect on the findings from your assessment. Consider the impact you would like to make
in relation to person centred care and how achievable it will be to make that impact. Now:
3: Write objectives and
4: Prioritise them
Step 5 Action Plan
How do I become more person centred in practice?
5: Develop an action plan for your high priority objectives. This involves identifying the steps
you might need to take to become more person centred in your chosen area of practice.
One of your actions might be to find resources on a particular subject. The resource section
will help you with this.
Step 6 Evaluation
How will I know if my practice is more person centred?
6: Evaluate. This might involve using the assessment instrument you used in step 2.
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Person centred practice principles

Key elements

1

•

Getting to know the person

•

2

•

Sharing power and
responsibility

•
•
•
•

3

•

Service flexibility and
accessibility

•
•

4

Co-ordination and integration

•
•
•

5

Environment

•
•
•
•

Client and family support
Using holistic assessment- mind, body, spirit
Goal setting
Care planning/decision making
Case conference
Client and families as advisors
Client rights and responsibilities
Information/ education for clients and
families
Language and different cultures
Resource availability to clients and families
Documentation/ minimising duplication
Making sense of services including key
person and single access point
Follow up planning
Leadership, mission statement and
definition of quality
Attitudes and organisational culture
The physical environment
transport

Adapted from source: http:www.health.vic.gov.au/personcentredpractice/docs/guide

Assessment of Clients
© ACWA/CCWT 2020
Page 42

Develop a plan in consultation with client that has agreed
responsibilities and a timeline and suitable strategies
Developing a plan with a client is an important step within an assessment.
It is important that goals, tasks, responsibilities and a time line are developed with the
person during an assessment.
There are many different ways in which an assessor can capture this with a client and it is
important that a client is given options in how they would like to record this plan and
information.
An assessor will also need to consider what the client wants to capture in their plan and let
the client guide them in the process.
A good starting point is the present.
Some guiding questions for assessors might be:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What does the client see as their priority for support?
What would they like to be different? How would they like things to be different for
them and their familiy?
What steps will be involved in making these changes?
How long might this take?
What resources are available to the client (both client resources including their support
network and exteral resources such as financial support or other support services)?
Is the client aware of their responsibilities? If not how will you communicate them so
the client fully understands?
What are some strategise the client can think of to meet their goals and needs for
support. How can you best work with the client so they develop their own strategise?
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The next step is to record this with your client after consulting them on what their needs
and preferences are.
You can decide with your client who they might like to do this.
An example of recording this could be:
Task (what do you want to do
and strategies for doing it)

Responsibility (who does it)
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Time frame (when will it be
done by?)

Personal development plan
The following tool may be appropriate and useful in circumstances where a client wants to
work towards some specific goals and would like to work on them with a case worker.
A plan might look something like this:

Personal Development Plan
What skills and
knowledge you
would like to
develop

What will you do to
develop them

Signed: …………………………………

Timeframe (by
when)

Measures – how will
you measure your
progress? What
evidence will you
collect?

Signed (worker) …………………………………
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Working Collaboratively with Clients in Assessment
Directive vs non-directive assessment
Directive: when a worker directs the conversation with a client through targeted questions
and formal processes.
This looks like: worker asking questions that do not invite the client to share their story in
depth, skipping to the end.
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Non-directive: when a worker opens up the assessment, so a client is able to lead the
session through choice of assessment style, what information is discussed and how it is
discussed.

Some elements of the conversation with your client should be directive, for example when
you need to find out specific information about the client – name, age and contact details.
Best practice is to keep the assessment as non-directive a possible to allow the client choice
over what information is provided, how and when it is given.
Non-directive elements of your conversations will enhance a sense of control for the client,
empower the client to tell their story in their own way and enable the client to have choice
in what they tell the assessor.
Non-verbal communication is important in an assessment. Be mindful of the way the room
is set up and of your:
Body language – do you look too formal? Uninterested?
Tone of voice – is your voice too soft, too loud or aggressive?
Eye contact – make sure you ask the client if they feel comfortable with eye contact
Positioning in the room – try to sit alongside the person at the same level – avoid sitting
across the room or desk where and if possible.
http://www.community.nsw.gov.au/docswr/_assets/main/documents/research_parenting_
capacity.pdf
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Tips on Best Practice Assessment
Traditional assessments often focus on the challenges people might be facing and can often
be deficit in nature. Avoid stereotyping, assuming and labeling clients when you are making
an assessment.
Try to do an assessment over a period of time to build trust and rapport where possible.
Assessment should aim to work with the individual where possible especially if there is a
child involved to gain the child’s perspective independently of their parent or carer. It may
be appropriate or preferable to assess a whole family at once in certain circumstances
especially regarding conflict.
Relationship between the worker and the service user is the core of assessment

Q: What are 4 strategies you can use to build a relationship with the client during an
assessment?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Chatting with someone can be good practice and the assessment can be relationship
building to gain trust and understanding

When assessing a person’s support needs keep in mind that:
•

Pieces of info come out over time – best to do assessment over time

•

Trying to “fit” an assessment into assessor’s time is not ideal but it does happen – try to
allow the person to direct the assessment when time is short as they will be more willing
to share what they have control over.

What can you do as an assessor to allow a client to direct the assessment? Name 2
strategies you could use to ensure the client has as much control over the assessment and
decision-making process as possible:
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Source: © National Council of Social Service, 2006
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Challenges of Assessment
Assessments can often be challenging for a number of reasons.
Reflecting on what has been covered and thinking about what some of the challenges
assessors, clients and assessments face answer the questions below:

ACTIVITY
!
What are 2 challenges assessors face when doing an assessment?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
What are some of the challenges clients might face when being assessed?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Challenges of assessment
Conducting an assessment takes time and requires a skilled assessor to ask questions that
provide openings for the client to speak to their identified needs and preferences.
It is a process that takes time and energy and can run the risk of being outcome not process
focused.
The process of how, when and where an assessment takes place is crucial in providing
clients with choice, power and control.
Providing choice is key to the success of an assessment from the viewpoint of the client and
assessor.
With this in mind, traditionally assessments have often been very lengthy and has often
involved:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Too many questions
Personal questions that are not relevant for the particular assessment
Irrelevant questions
Culturally insensitive/inappropriate questions, settings and choices
“Problem” focused by nature
Outcome focused rather than process focused
Asked people to repeat their stories over and over
Been by nature too clinical or too subjective
Policies and procedure dictate what assessment tools can and cannot be used

Remember that even though assessments can be challenging, they can also be rewarding if
the central key of establishing relationships is upheld.
Once of the ways we can encourage better relationships with clients is by exploring
elements within Egan’s Skilled helped model on the next page.
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Egan’s Skilled Helper Model
This is a 3-stage model or framework offered by Egan in helping people ‘to manage their
problems in living more effectively and develop unused opportunities more fully’ and ‘to
help people become better at helping themselves in their everyday lives’ (Egan, G. The
Skilled Helper, 1998 p7-8).
Stage 1: The story – exploring the client’s existing situation
1. ‘What is going on?’
• Open-ended questions
• Allowing for silence
• Focusing on client and their story
• Empathy – tuning into emotions felt by client
• Reflection – meaning and feelings, and paraphrasing
• Structuring – start at the beginning
• Summarising – providing a summary of what has been said/agreed to
Stage 2: Possibilities – helping the client to establish aims and goals
2. ‘What do I want instead?’
• Recognising patterns and themes
• Alternate frames of reference/re-framing
• Self-disclosure
• Immediacy
• Challenging
• Timing and pacing
• Advanced empathy
Stage 3: Actions – helping the client to develop strategies
3. ‘How might I get to what I want?’
• Divergent thinking
• Goal setting
• Decision making
• Problem solving
• Programme choice
• Evaluate knowledge of resources
• Using knowledge of how behaviour is changed
• Using knowledge of how useful behaviour is maintained
• Teaching skills and promoting learning skills
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ACTIVITY
!
What are 3 benefits in using Egan’s Skilled Helper model during an assessment with client/s:
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
How might you apply and use the principles used in Stage 1 within an assessment with a
client?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
How might you apply and use the principles used in Stage 2 within an assessment with a
client?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
How might you apply and use the principles used in Stage 3 within an assessment with a
client?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Practice scenarios – Assessment
Please choose one of the following practice scenarios of the following activity:
You work at a community centre, which offers a variety of services and offers the following:
Medical, financial, family support, counselling, AOD, multicultural, youth and children
services as well as temporary accommodation for emergency housing.
Melissa.
Melissa comes from a Christian family and has recently “come out” as lesbian to them. She
is 14 and has a group of friends she hangs out with since pre-school but after telling her best
friend she is lesbian- her friend has since posted the news on Facebook and now Melissa is
being bullied by classmates. Mel Is feeling extremely lonely and depressed. Mel has not told
anyone else that she is lesbian other than her family and best friend. Lately Mel is taking
high doses of meth amphetamine on the weekends as she feels isolated and misunderstood.
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RJ
RJ is a young man who has not attended school since he was 13. He is now 19 and has
recently started taking drugs and getting into fights with other young people. He is likely to
become homeless as he is couch surfing at his mates place but has been fighting with him
too. He has taken up selling his body for sex on the weekends to older men as he needs
financial support.
RJ has been practicing unsafe sex recently and has noticed some strange health problems
with his bowel movements and his urination. RJ has a history with juvenile justice.
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Justine
Justine is a 26-year-old Aboriginal women who attends your service after being referred for
financial assistance with her son Kieran and partner Ray. Justine and Ray appear to be tired
and stressed. Ray is working part time in a local café but is worried he is not getting enough
work to support his family. Justine has been unable to find work and is looking after their
son Kieran.
Justine, Ray and Kieran live with Justine’s uncle nearby who does not provide them with
food or financial assistance.
Justine says her son has been quite sick lately and has been having trouble sleeping and she
is feeling exhausted and stressed.
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Looking at one of the scenarios above, answer the following questions
Which services would you refer the person to within your service? List your reason beside
each service:
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
Once they were in the correct priority service – what would you to assess them? What steps
would you take?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
How would you work with this person/s on an ongoing basis?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
How would you monitor/celebrate change. What documentation would you need?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
In 3-4 sentences, reflect on our own cultural views and the impact they might have on
conversation with the chosen profile of the person.
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Intake Assessment Form – SAMPLE
Name of client:
Age:
Gender:
Current address:
Phone number:
Email:
Preferred contact method:
Languages spoken:
1.
2.
3.
To which ethnicity/cultural group do you belong:
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
Translator required: yes / no
Language required for interpreter
____________________________________________________
Are you:
•
•
•

Aboriginal
Torres Strait Islander
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

Who are your supports?
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
Age/s of children
___________________________________________________________________________
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Are the children living with you at the moment?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
What are the reasons for your visit to this service?

What help can we provide?

Where do you get help from at the moment? (supports like friends/family or services)

What do you enjoy doing?
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Are there any legal orders that we need to be aware of (e.g. good behaviour bond etc.) that
might impact on getting you housing/accommodation etc.?

Are there any health concerns we might need to know about? For example: allergies, acute
medical conditions etc.? If you have an allergy we might need to apply first aid

Do you have a goal in mind for what you want out of our program/support?
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Observations
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Notes page:

Risk assessment attached: yes / no
Consent form attached: yes / no
Signed (worker):
Name:
Date:
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Identify Suitable Services for Client
Offering suitable services to clients requires workers to firstly know about the range of
services that exist within their local area and beyond and also require the worker to be able
to select from a range of services, the most appropriate based on the support needs and
preferences of the client.

First step
Knowledge of your own service/s, local, central and statewide services.
This can be achieved through researching services within your area and beyond, compiling a
list of services, along with their contact details, their eligibility requirements and their
operating hours. Many services have lists they use for referral that need to be updated
regularly as funding means services change regularly.
Networking is also vital for assessors who want to offer clients services within their own
agency. Regular meetings will ensure workers are up to date with service eligibility and
programs within their own teams and agencies and external services for referral.
When workers are informed of the services available to clients and have up to date
information, they are able to assess their needs and allocate service options that best suit
the client and their support needs.

Second step
Understanding the clients support needs.
This can be done through communicating with the client to find out what their support
needs and preferences are.
Asking questions to better understand client’s perspectives and circumstances will provide
more opportunities to match client support needs to services/programs.
Example:
The following activity requires you to identify the support needs of a client (details provided
in the example) and to identify suitable services to match the client with.
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!
Jack

ACTIVITY

Jack is 63 years old. He is underweight and homeless. Jack hides from the police who have
given him fines in the past for sleeping in parks or inside private property. Sometimes Jack
stays at a friend’s place and sometimes in a local park. Jack usually gets his food from local
services but is very discreet and does not disclose his situation as a homeless person. Jack is
suffering from kidney failure and was in formerly diagnosed with early stage dementia.

Thinking about Jack’s scenario and your own work role:
What are 4 programs you could match Jack with either within your service or within
external services to your local area?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

Assessment of Clients
© ACWA/CCWT 2020
Page 65

Identifying specialist services required
Identifying specialist support needs for your client means taking into account the amount of
support required, agreed goals and any resources to consider.
It is important to consider the natural support systems a person has and the support
services they currently or previously accessed.

!

Jack.

ACTIVITY: Answer the questions below to identify specialist support services for

Q. Does the person have natural support systems (friends, family)? Are they close by? Do
they regularly receive support from these support people?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
Q. What support services is the person currently accessing?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
Q. What are the support priorities for the person? Do they have pets/dependent children
that will affect their access to a support service?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
Are there specialist services in the area that work in partnership with other services that
could also benefit the person? For example, specialist medical service that partners with a
local generalist medical service to refer and connect clients too?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Client Rights, Responsibilities, Privacy and Confidentiality
Duty of Care
A duty of care is the legal obligation to provide reasonable care while performing any acts
or making any omissions that could foreseeably harm others- New South Wales
Government NSW Legislation Civil Liability Act 2002.
Privacy and confidentiality
It is critical that information is stored in a safe and secure space.
For information on the Privacy and Personal Information Protection Act 1988 refer to your
handout, or visit: http://www.privacy.gov.au/law/act/
Confidentiality
A person has the right to confidentiality if the information is of a nature that would mean
they or another person is in serious harm or danger
For more information refer to your handouts- Federal Privacy Act 1988 or visit
http://pubsites.uws.edu.au/ndco/disclosure/legislative/privacy.htm
Risk assessment
Assess the risk of self-harm or harm to the person. Is the person planning to suicide? What
are the risks to the person's health and wellbeing you can identify? Your organisation should
have a risk assessment tool but it can also be just as useful to ask someone if they feel they
are at risk of harm.
Suicide risk:
If a person is at risk of suicide asking them if they have a:
Plan: to suicide is in place (i.e. they have thought about how they would do it
Means: to suicide- they may have purchased a weapon or have a way of suiciding accessible
and ready
Time/date: to suicide- thought about when exactly they will carry it out.
If a person answers yes to any of the above questions you should find out as much detail as
possible- recording their name, contact details, and time and venue of where they have
plans to suicide. Call your local mental health team or the emergency services 000 for Police
and Ambulance to make a report, and follow up with your supervisor in debriefing about the
incident.
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Communication Techniques
Communication is the core skill needed in both making an effective assessment and referral.
The OARS approach is a communication technique taken from Motivational Interviewing
that can assist in the process of building trust and gaining a better understanding of the
support needs of a person.
O _________________________________________________________________________
A _________________________________________________________________________
R _________________________________________________________________________
S _________________________________________________________________________
Open-ended questions are those therapist utterances that clients cannot answer with a
"yes", "no" or "three times in the last week". Most people begin treatment sessions with an
open-ended question - "What brings you here today?" or "Tell me about what's been
happening since we last met?" An open-ended question allows the client to create the
impetus for forward movement. Although close-ended questions have their place - indeed
are necessary and quite valuable at times - the open-ended question creates a forward
momentum that we wish to use in helping the client explore change. For example, "So what
makes you feel that it might be time for a change?"
Affirmations are statements of recognition about client strengths. We side firmly with Carlo
DiClemente that many people who come for our assistance are failed self-changers.
That is, they tried to alter their behavior and it didn't work. As a result, clients come to us
demoralized or at least suspicious of the assertion that change is possible. This condition
means that as therapists, we must help clients feel that change is possible and that they are
capable of implementing that change. One method of doing this is to point out client
strengths, particularly in areas where they observe only failure. We often explore prior
attempts at change. For example, "So you stayed sober for a week after treatment. How
were you able to stay sober for that week?" We also use resistance as a source for
affirmations. For example, "You didn't want to come today, but you did it anyway. I'm not
sure, but it seems like that if you decide something is important enough, you are willing to
put up with a lot just to do it."
Affirmations can be wonderful rapport builders. For clients suffering from addictions,
affirmations can be a rare commodity. However, they must be congruent and genuine. If the
client thinks you are insincere, then rapport can be damaged rather than built.
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Reflective listening is the key to this work. The best motivational advice we can give you is
to listen carefully to your clients. They will tell you what has worked and what hasn't. What
moved them forward and shifted them backward. Whenever you are in doubt about what
to do, listen. But remember this is a directive approach. Unlike Rogerian therapists, you will
actively guide the client towards certain materials. You will focus on their change talk and
provide less attention to non-change talk. For example, "You are not quite sure you are
ready to make a change, but you are quite aware that your drug use has caused concerns in
your relationships, effected your work and that your doctor is worried about your health."
You will also want to vary your level of reflection. Keeping reflections at the surface level
may lead to that feeling that the interaction is moving in circles. Reflections of affect,
especially those that are unstated but likely, can be powerful motivators. For example,
"Your children aren't living with you anymore; that seems painful for you." If you are right,
the emotional intensity of the session deepens. If you are wrong or the client is unready to
deal with this material, the client corrects you and the conversation moves forward.
The goal in MI is to create forward momentum and to then harness that momentum to
create change. Reflective listening keeps that momentum moving forward. This is why Bill
and Steve recommend a ratio of three reflections for every question asked. Questions tend
to cause a shift in momentum and can stop it entirely. Although there are times you will
want to create a shift or stop momentum, most times you will want to keep it flowing.
Finally, there are Summaries. This is really just a specialized form of reflective listening
where you reflect back to the client what he or she has been telling you. Summaries are an
effective way to communicate your interest in a client, build rapport, call attention to
salient elements of the discussion and to shift attention or direction. Personal preference
will determine how often you do these, but we recommend doing them relatively frequently
as too much information from the client can be unwieldy for the therapist to digest and
feedback. Also, if the interaction is going in an unproductive or problematic direction (e.g.,
reinforcing status quo talk, encountering resistance), the summary can be used to shift the
focus of the intervention.
The structure of the summary is straightforward. It begins with an announcement that you
are about to summarize, a listing of selected elements, an invitation to correct anything
missed and then usually an open-ended question. If ambivalence was evident in the
interaction that proceeded the summary, this should be included in the summary.
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http://motivationalinterview.net/clinical/interaction.html

ACTIVE listening
Listening is hearing with understanding
Often we do hear someone but fail to clarify what they have truly meant and make
assumptions about what they are saying.
Empathy: To show empathy is to identify with another’s feelings. The ability to empathise is
directly dependent on your ability to identify your own feelings and understand them.
Sympathy: is not always helpful and can often shut down a person’s feelings about the
situation. E.g. expressing sympathy like “I am so sorry” might stop that person from fully
feeling their emotion.
Understanding: We may never truly understand someone’s experience as we have not been
in that exact same situation and cannot possibly know how they feel. There is power in the
knowledge that you cannot understand someone else’s experience but can try to get a
sense of what that experience was like for them and how they feel about it themselves.
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Assessing Clients with Multiple and Complex Support Needs
People with multiple and complex support needs are often misdiagnosed, misunderstood
and research shows that they are at high risk of homelessness and entry in the criminal
justice system.
These individuals include people who may experience a variety of lived experiences such as:
mental illness, intellectual disability, acquired brain injury, physical disability, learning and
behavioral difficulties, social isolations, family break down, and alcohol or other drug
abuse/addiction.
Responses from services are often reactive and do not cater for the multiple and often
complex situations and challenges people are facing. They are typically referred from one
service to the next and the services they may require might include:
•

Mental health

•

Disability

•

Child protection

•

Juvenile justice

•

Drug treatment

•

Housing

•

Support programs and

•

Aged care

-Department of Human Services Project brief- March 2002
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7 tips when assessing a person with multiple support needs
1. Always clarify your role during the assessment process and be clear about what services
you can offer.
2. When completing an assessment, it is important to focus on individual and family
strengths and coping capacities, in addition to identifying issues and challenges.
3. Be sensitive to and respectful of the different experiences of people from other
cultures.
4. Genorgrams and Ecomaps are useful tools to assist assessment of family relationships
and support networks
5. Seek a second opinion if necessary.
6. If a person is at serious risk, take preventative action.
Source: Strong Bonds, building family connections
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Resources and Tools for Assessors
There are many resources and tools available to assessors for making assessments.
Assessments tools and techniques
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Play based therapy
Story telling – recording story of person’s life ‘metaphors and third person’
Choosing cards as symbols to tell a story – pictures or words
Art as a means of story telling
Timelines
Genographs and Ecographs
Observations
Recording story – tape recorder
Writing poetry
Doing it in a way that suits the person – are they a storyteller, are they an artist, being
open to adapt your assessment style to what suits the person
Use a range of assessment tools
Use visuals as much as possible
Visual of family – or social/community supports
Assessment drives the whole process
Cards that display pictures or words to choose from to represent the person’s
experience

There are many different methods of assessing clients
It is important to remember that whilst they are useful techniques they are also used as a
part of some therapy methods and should not be used in a therapeutic approach – rather as
a means of gathering information and the story of the client from their perspective.
Play
Play Therapy can be used as a tool of diagnosis. A play therapist observes a client playing
with toys (playhouses, pets, dolls, etc.) to determine the cause of the disturbed behavior.
The objects and patterns of play, as well as the willingness to interact with the therapist, can
be used to understand the underlying rationale for behavior both inside and outside the
session. Play is a good way to engage children and can be an interactive way of conducting
an assessment.
Art
The aim of using art as a method of making an assessment is so that the person has
creativity in representing their story and it can be used as a record for reflection and future
assessments.
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Assessors are not art therapists! Only use art as an assessment tool if you feel comfortable.
It can be a useful tool if clients have literacy difficulties or would rather be creative then talk
or “tick and flick” through a series of questions.
Provide the client with a piece of paper- you can choose to give them coloured pencils or
paints. Ask the client to draw/paint what it is they would like you to know about them- what
is their story and the reason they are here?
After the client has completed their work the assessor has an opportunity to ask questions
that are specific and relevant to the art work. Asking the client what symbols mean or
represent can be a good way to establish rapport and gain insight into the client’s situation.
Picture/word cards
If a client is having trouble verbalizing or describing their situation or telling their story, the
use of picture cards can be an effective tool of communication and expression. A client may
choose a picture if they have literacy difficulties, English is not their first language, they are
young, have an acquired brain injury or an intellectual or physical disability.
This may take the pressure off the client having to verbalize their situation or thoughts and
can provide the assessor with insight into their experience.
Word cards may be useful with clients who may be finding the right words.
Timelines
Timelines can be a useful way of clearly articulating a series of events or situations a client
has been through. It requires the client to pick out what is most relevant to them in telling
the assessor their needs.
Recording the story
An Assessor may choose to make a recording of the session with a client, so they are not
distracted by writing or note taking and are able to fully listen and observe the client during
the session. A recording can be used later on as a way of reflecting on the client’s needs and
whether they have changed
Observation- the big O
Observation is an important part in the assessment process and can be used to gain insight
into the client’s relationship with their children, carer, or family, as well as their own state of
mind during the assessment.
It is important to remember that observation can be an interpretation of what the client is
feeling and should not be used without clarification.
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Ecomap
An ecomap is a flow diagram that maps family and community systems' process over time.
In the 1970's, Dr. Ann Hartman, a social worker, applied the concept of an ecosystem to
human communities to "focus on the complex ecological system that includes the family
and the total environment." In order to help caregivers "capture and organize this
complexity", she developed an innovative diagramming technique called the ecomap. The
ecomap is essentially a diagram of a social "solar system", in which a family genogram is
placed in the position of the sun, at the center, and other important people and institutions
in their life space are depicted with circles around the center, like planets around the sun.
The ecomap shows the exchange of the social matter with energy that maintains and is
exchanged by the family in their living social "ecosystem". As with Bowen, Hartman's work
evolved in a climate of the work of many other theorists working in what is commonly called
the "systems" or "systemic" school of family theory, which in turn grew out of general
systems theory, which was being applied in many other fields, from physics to anthropology
and biology. Social workers began to focus on the potential for graphic aids, including
ecomaps, social network maps, and genograms, in the 1970s. Meyer (1976) discussed
assessment, as follows:
The assessment of the unit of attention is in itself a process, the beginning of intervention. It
can be concretized as the making of a true map of a situation, a map that should be drawn
with the client himself. As an assurance of the contract, a mutual definition between social
worker and client of the situation confronting them, the drawing of a map could elicit a joint
understanding of the salient and relevant features of the client's story.
(p. 177) In subsequently describing how an ecological/systems approach might change the
way a case is handled; Meyer described a mother and daughter "literally drawing the case
for themselves" and showed what the map looked like. Meyer (1983) also emphasized the
conceptual use of circles rather than lines, favoring a contextual, ecosystemic approach over
the linear for clinical assessment.
Ann Hartman has made substantial contributions to the development and use of graphic
aids for practice. In an important early paper, Hartman (1978) discussed the utility of
ecomaps, graphic tools for portraying family-environment transactions at a point in time, as
well as genograms, a form of graphic family tree used to assess and coherently
conceptualize the intergenerational life of a family. Hartman and Laird (1983) expanded on
the use of these tools and demonstrated the use of family mapping to portray the inner
workings of the family system, further developing Minuchin's (1974) structural mapping of
families. http://www.cahs.colostate.edu/ccp/PDF/AboutEcomaps.pdf
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Ecomaps
1. Each member can be represented by a colour that they have chosen.
2. Activities that the family do together can be depicted by another colour that will extend
from the centre of the circle to the activity outside the circle.

Ecomap source:
http://www.genogramanalytics.com/ecomap_symbols.html
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ACTIVITY: Complete the Genogram below using yourself as the client in the middle
circle and mapping out who in your life is significant and what that relationship means to
you. Use the key below to describe your relationship and type of connections. Place the
name of the person or services in each circle on the outside of the middle circle.
!
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Genograms
A genogram is a visual representation of someone’s family tree. It can be a useful tool in
drawing out the information about a person’s family and or support systems.
Be mindful that it may not always be appropriate as some people may find it confronting to
see their family connections or break downs.
Some tips when working with genograms:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Use dates where possible- alongside the death of a relative or relationship breakdown
Use a large A3 piece of paper to record the genogram
Try to make it relaxed and fun- use colours etc.
Keep the genogram in the person’s file and reference it if needed
Be honest- show the person the guide and symbols and explain you are learning- they
can help if they like.
Be culturally sensitive- if the symbols are offensive make up new ones with the client
Symbols for drawing the genogram or family tree
Female symbol - name, age
Male symbol - name, age
Unknown gender
Married - add the year or ages
De facto relationship - commencement date or ages
Separation - date or ages
Divorce - date or ages

List children in birth order and put names and ages either within the symbol or
underneath.
Death - a small cross in the corner of the symbol (record date if
known)
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Dotted circle - this can be used to enclose the members living
together currently, for example, who the young person is living with.
Conflictual relationship

Very close

Distant relationship
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Reading materials
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Psychometric/Educational Assessments
A full psycho-educational assessment is appropriate whenever there are concerns about a
child’s learning ability or educational performance. Psycho-educational assessment involves
the use of reliable measures that evaluate a child’s IQ (academic potential) and academic
skills (such as reading, spelling, mathematics, written language, and oral language skills). A
Psycho-educational assessment is comprised of at least two types of testing; psychometric
and educational testing.
Commonly used Psychometric tests are Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of
Intelligence Australian (WPPSI III Australian), Wechsler Intelligence Scales for ChildrenFourth Edition, Australian (WISC-IV Australian).
Psychometric (IQ) tests measure cognitive abilities such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Attention
Memory
Auditory and visual processing
Language skills
Eye-hand coordination
Planning ability
Verbal reasoning
Perceptual and Spatial skills

Commonly used Educational tests are Wechsler Individual Achievement Test Second Edition
– Australian (WIAT-II) or Wide Range Achievement Test-Fourth Edition (WRAT-4).
Educational tests measure academic skills such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reading
Written expression
Spelling
Mathematics
Academic fluency (speed of reading, writing and calculating)
Listening comprehension
Oral expressive skills

When there are concerns about individual’s intellectual ability and/or ability to function in
the general community, Adaptive Behaviour is also assessed. The Vineland Adaptive
Behavior Scales (VABS) are a set of scales that are designed to measure adaptive behaviour
and assess abilities in four major domains:
1. Communication skills (skills required for expressive, receptive and written language
skills)
2. Daily Living skills (practical skills needed to take care of oneself and contribute to a
household)
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3. Social skills (skills needed to get along with others, regulate emotions and behaviour as
well as skills involved in leisure activities such as play)
4. Motor Skills (fine and gross motor skills)

The WISC Scale
The WISC is one of a family of Wechsler intelligence scales. Subjects 16 and over are tested
with the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale (WAIS), and children ages three years to seven
years and three months are tested with the Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of
Intelligence (WPPSI).
The WISC-IV was divided into fifteen subtests, ten of which formed part of the previous
WISC III. The five new subtests include three core tests: Picture Concepts, Letter-Number
Sequencing, Matrix Reasoning and Each of the ten core subtests were given equal weighting
towards the Full Scale IQ. There were three subtests for both the VCI and PRI, thus they
were given 30% weighting each; in addition, PSI and WMI were given weighting for their
two subtests each. The WISC-IV also produces seven scaled process scores on three
subtests: Block Design, Cancellation, and Digit Span. These scores were intended to provide
more detailed information on cognitive abilities that contribute to performance on the
subtest. These scores did not contribute to the composite scores.
The VCI's subtests are as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

Vocabulary - examinee is asked to define a provided word.
Similarities — asking how two words are alike/similar.
Comprehension - questions about social situations or common concepts.
Information (supplemental) - general knowledge questions.
Word reasoning (supplemental)- a task involving clues that lead to a specific word, each
clue adds more information about the object/word/concept.

The Verbal Comprehension Index is an overall measure of verbal concept formation (the
child's ability to verbally reason) and is influenced by knowledge learned from the
environment.
The PRI's (formerly known as Perceptual Organization Index) subtests are as follows:
•

•

Block Design — children put together red-and-white blocks in a pattern according to a
displayed model. This is timed, and some of the more difficult puzzles award bonuses for
speed.
Picture Concepts — children are provided with a series of pictures presented in rows
(either two or three rows) and asked to determine which pictures go together, one from
each row.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Matrix Reasoning — children are shown an array of pictures with one missing square,
and select the picture that fits the array from five options.
Picture Completion (supplemental) - children are shown artwork of common objects
with a missing part, and asked to identify the missing part by pointing and/or naming.
The WMI's (formerly known as Freedom from Distractibility Index) subtests are as
follows:
Digit Span - children are orally given sequences of numbers and asked to repeat them,
either as heard and in reverse order.
Letter-Number Sequencing — children are provided a series of numbers and letters and
asked to provide them back to the examiner in a predetermined order.
Arithmetic (supplemental) - orally administered arithmetic questions. Timed.
The PSI's subtests are as follows:
• Coding — children under 8 mark rows of shapes with different lines according to a
code, children over 8 transcribe a digit-symbol code. The task is time-limited with
bonuses for speed.
• Symbol Search — children are given rows of symbols and target symbols, and asked
to mark whether or not the target symbols appear in each row.

Cancellation (supplemental)- children scan random and structured arrangements of pictures
and marks specific target pictures within a limited amount of time.
The WISC is used not only as an intelligence test, but as a clinical tool. Some practitioners
use the WISC as part of an assessment to diagnose attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD) and learning disabilities, for example. This is usually done through a process called
pattern analysis, in which the various subtests' scores are compared to one another
(ipsative scoring) and clusters of unusually low scores in relation to the others are searched
for. David Wechsler himself suggested this in 1958.[1]
However, the research does not show this to be a very effective way to diagnose ADHD or
learning disabilities.
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