On Professional Writing 
Dr. Jeff Chang

I’ve heard students remark, “I don’t plan to write for publication or to be a professor. I just want to be an effective counsellor. Why is academic writing so important?”

As I state on my faculty profile, in my private practice, I mainly do child custody evaluations. A child custody evaluation is Court-directed in less than 10% of divorces with children. I am required to appear in Court a good part of the time. So, as you might imagine, it’s very important that I clearly describe the facts I use to support my position (whether coming from psychological testing results, clinical impressions, collateral contracts, or interviews), develop arguments that follow logically, and make recommendations that flow from the arguments I have developed. There is a good chance that a judge will rely on what I have written, so these kinds of reports are very influential in children’s lives. It is also likely that a lawyer, whose client does not like what I wrote, will try to pick my report apart. Your toughest instructor in GCAP is a pushover compared to some of the lawyers who have cross-examined me. I also used to do assessments for Children’s Services and psycho-educational assessments that were not subjected to as much scrutiny or debate. Reports that I wrote years ago are still circulating and could inform decisions, which are being made by someone I never meet, about a child, an individual, or a family.

Now, you might be saying to yourself, “Well, after reading that, I really want nothing to do with high conflict divorce work, and I never ever want to go to Court.” I suppose I haven’t made it sound very appealing. As you will learn in GCAP 634, there are formal assessments, which are used by decision-makers (e.g., judges, social workers, schools, Workers’ Compensation, disability insurers) to determine a course of action on someone’s behalf. However, this is only small part of professional writing. You will likely be called upon regularly to write progress summaries about clients. The vast majority of these reports are for your employer’s internal use, but some may see the light of day outside the organization. Even a more casual day-to day document, like a session note, might be important for others to see. 

It’s also important for me to note that I’ve employed counsellors. I’ve had to work with my supervisees on their writing skills, so they could meet basic professional standards. In some cases, their writing was so poor that I did not want it to circulate outside my practice, as it would have reflected poorly on me and my reputation.

So, I would like to highlight a few realties and helpful hints about professional writing. Learn these lessons now, and they will serve you well for the rest of your career. 

1. Your professional writing is your only documentation of your professional work. If you are ever called to account for your work, you will have to rely on your files to describe your work clearly. Others will form an opinion of you based on your written documents, without ever having either met you or even spoken with you by phone.  Accordingly, you should say what you mean: precisely, directly, and clearly. 

2. It is essential that your professional writing be supported. In academic writing, you must ensure that you reference your work. Similarly, in professional writing, you must ground your work in fact, using direct observation or independent verification if at all possible. If you are relying on a single source or self-report, be clear about the limitations of the information upon which you are relying. You must apply the same kind of critical judgment to your professional writing as you do with your academic writing.

3. Your writing must be direct and to the point. In this program, we encourage you to be positive and strength-focused; however, it does no one a service if you beat around the bush about problems. You can maintain appropriate tone by describing behaviour. If a client scores at the extreme end of a test or checklist, be frank about this. It is helpful to describe the results in terms of percentiles. Euphemistic language like “John struggles with” sometimes obscures professional writing. The reader will want to know the extent of John’s struggles, how often he succeeds, and what support he needs to accomplish the task.

Further to this, it is important to use active voice, as you are expected to do in an academic paper, to say specifically who did what. If a report says, “The issue of Tony’s placement was discussed,” I would want to know who was discussing it.

4. Use simple language. Remember that the professionals who will be reading your report (e.g., teachers, social workers, lawyers, judges) may be well educated, but they will not have the psychological vocabulary you do. So, it is important to leave jargon out of your writing. 

Clients are a different story. In my view, you should write so that clients can understand what you are saying. I met a psychologist who requires his interns to write psychological reports at the reading level of the client! That would be difficult to achieve, but I urge you not to generate anything above about a Grade 10 reading level. Word has an option to activate the Flesch–Kincaid Grade Level in the spelling and grammar check. This would be helpful for your academic papers as well, as it evaluates based largely on active voice and short simple sentences.

5. Any documents you create are outside of your control once they are placed on a file. If you work for an agency, the document belongs to your employer, who controls its release. Although you may be consulted as a courtesy, it is your employer’s decision. If your document goes to a government agency or to a public body, like a school district, the document will be subject to your jurisdiction’s privacy act. The privacy officer for the government agency or a public body will decide how your document will be handled. Because you don’t have control over documents you produce, it is important to “get it right the first time.” The written word endures. Reports, regardless of their purpose, have a life of their own.

6. It is inevitable that, sometime in your career, a document you write will end up being used in a way for which it was not originally intended. Perhaps your client is in a car accident, years after you saw her, and a personal injury lawyer wishes to document her “premorbid functioning” to show how damaging the accident was. Or perhaps a family lawyer may wish to show how oppressed, oppressive, or poorly functioning a client was during the marriage to make a case for post-divorce parenting arrangements. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In GCAP, we work hard to support students to write well, whatever their future plans. We think that writing is an important professional skill, and we hope that you use the feedback you receive in the program to develop those skills actively.
