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1. Executive summary 

In late 2009 the Community Legal Education Program at Victoria Legal Aid (VLA) began a community engagement project with newly arrived communities in the Shepparton region. Consultations with community advocates, workers and representatives in Shepparton revealed a high need for legal education to address compounded legal problems, stress, confusion and fear.
African communities in particular were experiencing ongoing issues with their understanding of driving rules, credit and debt problems, door-to-door sales, casual seasonal work and Centrelink requirements, the appropriate forms and processes for sponsoring family members, and a lack of awareness of which service provider to go to for particular assistance.
In meetings with the Presidents, Vice Presidents and key members of the Congolese, Sudanese and Burundi communities they communicated not only their need for education to address these issues for their communities, but also how they valued education as a key to unlocking barriers and advancing themselves in Australian society.
The decision to work with newly arrived communities in Shepparton was also informed by external research and policy such as Out of Africa and into Court: the legal problems experienced by African refugees (Fraser 2009) and A Strategic Framework for Access to Justice in the Federal Civil Justice System (Australian Government 2009). This policy and research argued for the design and delivery of legal education programs that work closely with the needs of the community and involve face-to-face delivery.
The project ran between October 2009 and November 2010 and featured seven education sessions delivered to 400 participants from the Congolese, Burundi, Sudanese, Afghanistan and Iraq communities, as well as community workers for these communities.
The process we used was highly reflective and underpinned by principles of responsiveness, respect and reciprocity. This meant listening before committing to action (meetings and consultations with local service providers and community representatives were our ‘education sessions’), sharing ideas so that sessions were shaped collaboratively, and engaging not only from a legal perspective, but identifying cultural and social contexts.
A formal evaluation was undertaken in November 2010. There was consistent feedback from community representatives and project partners that the project had significant and ongoing benefits for communities and local service providers. These included:

· stopping opportunistic sales of water purifiers in the area, which were leading to debt

· increased use by community members of financial counselling services

· reduction in drink driving offences

· improved referral pathways

· local services tailoring programs to meet the needs of recent arrivals

· increased community dialogue and action on sensitive issues, for example child protection 

· development of significant trust and good- will between community members and service providers.

While this project is not an original way of delivering community legal education, it was a new way of working for VLA. As a result of these sessions, the CLE program is more experienced and better placed to:
· continue developing storytelling as a mode of delivery and promote resources that use storytelling to educate

· build the capacity of VLA staff to use this mode of delivery when engaging communities

· develop organisational pathways that enable community legal education to inform the process of law and policy reform

· develop training for speakers to increase their confidence and ability to engage with communities in a relationship building context.
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Overall we believe that as a result of our collaboration with the Shepparton regional office and local agencies, newly arrived communities in Shepparton are not only more informed about legal issues and local services -this knowledge is facilitating their greater civic participation and empowering them to address issues before they escalate to legal problems.

I’m certain that the benefits from these sessions will flow through the community for a long time and… I’m sure community support will continue to grow. 

Matt Anker, Pastor of St Paul’s Lutheran Church, Shepparton

2. Project objectives 

Our broad project goal was to increase access to justice for newly arrived communities through the provision of an early intervention strategy in the Shepparton region. The following objectives guided this work:
· develop a legal education strategy which meets the needs of the newly arrived communities of Shepparton

· develop a durable relationship with our project partners and the newly arrived communities of Shepparton

· co-ordinate a series of face- to-face legal education sessions involving lawyers and community workers

· develop a promotion strategy which will ensure community attendance

· develop legal education resources that meet the needs of t he newly arrived communities of Shepparton

· evaluate the outcome of the Shepparton sessions, to inform future engagement strategies. 
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These objectives provided a useful general framework to begin the process of engagement. As the project developed we learnt more about what was required and further objectives were developed to guide our work. These included to:
· work collaboratively with local service providers and state-wide organisations to provide a holistic approach to service delivery

· support local service providers to continue legal education in the region.

In order to assess whether we met these objectives, we conducted an evaluation using a combination of processes. Refer to appendices 6.5 to 6.8 for further detail about the rationale for the evaluation and the methodology used.

3. What sessions did we offer and what impact did they have? 

Overview 

We delivered seven sessions in total. Four of these sessions were planned from the outset. The need for the remaining sessions, focusing on child protection, emerged once we had built sufficient trust with the communities involved. Appendix 6.1 describes the process for developing the Shepparton sessions.
The first three sessions included formal information delivery, discussion between the speaker and the participants, and follow-up legal assistance provided by VLA. The fourth session covered immigration law. VLA partnered with RILC and the Goulburn Valley Community Legal Centre Pilot for this session and delivered a combination of legal education with an outreach assessment service involving follow-up phone advice and a clinic.
After the immigration session, individuals from African communities approached us to share their problems around family law, with a particular emphasis on child protection issues. The sensitivities around these topics required an even more considered approach to the delivery of legal education.

Research and previous experience working with newly arrived communities, together with local consultation, indicated that oral storytelling was the preferred mode of delivering complicated or sensitive legal information. The final three sessions were delivered with this in mind.

The sessions and their outcomes are summarised below. For a list of agencies, community representatives and lawyers involved in these sessions see appendices 6.3 and 6.4 respectively. 

Money problems 

17 December 2009

In this session a lawyer from VLA addressed the participants about contracts, loans and debts, door-to-door sales and consumer rights. A financial counsellor from Goulburn Valley Community Health Service covered budgeting and money management. The Energy and Water Ombudsman of Victoria also spoke about their focus on assisting African communities with complaints about utility companies and bills.

This session resulted in more community members saying ‘no’ to aggressive door-to-door sales practices that were occurring throughout the Shepparton area, in particular, sales of water purifiers.
The session introduced the free local financial counselling service to the communities attending. The financial counsellor at Goulburn Valley Community Health Service, Jan Sneyd, was able to assist communities who were previously unaware of the service and were experiencing problems around money management and bill payments. 
As a result of the session, the Energy and Water Ombudsman of Victoria was able to put into practice its pilot program which focuses on assisting African communities with complaints about utility companies and bills.
Case study – Stopping unfair contracts 

Matt Anker, the Pastor of St Paul's Lutheran Church, was frequently approached by members of his Congolese and Sudanese congregation with contract problems resulting from door-to-door sales, including water purifier contracts.

The Congolese and Sudanese communities of Shepparton were being targeted by a door-to-door sales company selling water purifiers. They were told by this company that the water purifiers were needed as the running water in Shepparton was not clean enough (which is not accurate). Many members of the community signed up and were having trouble paying the cost of the purifier and the associated contract costs.

Matt felt that legal education would help prevent ongoing problems of this nature and spoke with Angela Costi and Erin Wilkinson of Community Legal Education, Victoria Legal Aid.

Angela and Erin organised an education session in Shepparton which had a prime focus on consumer rights against door seller practice. Joel Townsend spoke at this session about contracts signed up ‘at the home’. Do Not Knock stickers were distributed to all 50 attendees from the African communities and further stickers were made available for other members of the community who could not attend the session.

At the session, Joel spoke with a few members of the community who were experiencing ongoing problems as a result of the water purifier contracts. These clients spoke to other members of the community and Joel was able to assist 37 people from the Congolese and Sudanese communities who had been adversely affected by these contracts.

Thon Thon, a community development worker and leader of the Sudanese Shepparton community said, ‘After this legal help, the company took the water purifiers away and stopped selling to us.’

Six months later Matt Anker says, ‘This is a HUGE benefit. Before the session I was spending hours every month dealing with companies and the Ombudsmen to try to sort out unfair contracts. Since the session – not a single one!’ 

Silver Keogh, community worker with UnitingCare – Cutting Edge, reported an increase in refugees seeking advice around contracts and debt from their service after the session: 
Clients learnt that something was not right and that they could follow this up. 

Jan Sneyd, also reported an increase in refugee clients seeking help with financial management issues:
Community members heard about contracts and were asking for information about hidden costs in loans.
Raylee Parfett indicated that this was: 
What they are there to do and the work is seen as important.
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Driving 

18 February 2010

Most newly arrived communities experience confusion about road rules, signage and keeping up with the regular changes to road regulations.
In this session a VLA lawyer addressed the participants about licences, road rules and traffic fines. VicRoads covered how to get a licence and keep it. Also present was a local Sergeant to receive feedback from the communities about police and their service.
The community representative focus group also discussed systemic issues around ongoing problems the community has with getting licences, including the lack of assistance in their own languages to help them pass the driving test, and the lack of funding dedicated to refugee driving programs.

Several months after the session, Sergeant Michael Osmond provided the following feedback: 
Since March I have not brought in any African community members for drink driving.

Unemployment and work 

18 March 2010

In this session a VLA lawyer addressed the participants about Centrelink payments, decisions and prosecutions. A Centrelink multicultural officer covered Centrelink’s service and payment process, and Central Victorian Group Training (CVGT) talked about helping new arrivals to find work. The basics of discrimination law, as it related to race, religion and the workplace, was also covered.
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As a result of this collaboration local service providers increased their networks and established referral pathways. The community and settlement workers of UnitingCare – Cutting Edge now work closely with CVGT, a local job network agency that presented at the session. Before the session the settlement workers had no local contact for employment issues. 
Case study – On the right path to employment 

Sonali Jayasundera, former Multicultural Project Worker at UnitingCare – Cutting Edge, had a number of African clients who wanted to find work but there were problems around their eligibility status which prevented them from being registered with any job network agency. At the education session she was inspired by Luke Dean’s presentation on how CVGT assisted newly arrived communities and approached him to help her with her clients. Luke reviewed their eligibility requirements and confirmed, ‘we were able to assist them by registering them with us as a local job network provider, enabling them to commence in our program and get them case managed.’ Sonali was also heartened that a few of her clients were given driving lessons through CVGT, which prepared them for their journey towards employment.

Val Sheahan, who presented on behalf of Centrelink, reiterated the benefit of local service providers collaborating post -session: 
From a service provider perspective it was great to establish some new contacts within the legal and other provider networks. Also able to make some new connections within the refugee community as well. This all helps support a better and more holistic service for our more vulnerable customers and gives them the information that is most important to them.

The session touched on discrimination, particularly in the work environment. This was picked up again by the focus group which identified a practice they called ‘polite discrimination’ that is present in everyday interactions, for example, in applying for jobs and in their work place interactions. The session opened this problem up for discussion. Addressing this subtle form of discrimination is an ongoing issue for these communities .

Living in Australia 

15 April 2010

In this session a lawyer from VLA and from RILC co-presented on:
· the challenges of bringing family to Australia and the law 

· split family applications

· non-split family applications

· how to access your DIAC file if you have made an application that has been refused.

Joanne Ellis, of the Goulburn Valley Community Legal Centre Pilot, spoke about her service and its focus on migration assistance. She called for extra funds for community legal centres and in particular the Goulburn Valley Community Legal Centre Pilot to further its work
. A the end of the session a form was given to participants who required follow-up legal advice. These forms asked for basic information to assist a migration lawyer to provide further phone advice within six weeks.
An evaluation of the session revealed that VLA and other legal service providers had not provided follow-up phone advice within six weeks. Nedal Hamid, a Sudanese representative and community worker, stated that she was one of the 64 participants at the session that had filled out a follow-up form, but: 
I was waiting and waiting for the lawyer to ring me, no phone call, so I filled out the forms myself.

Some calls were returned within the allotted time but many were not. The reasons for the delay in returning calls were:
· the unprecedented and unexpected number of community attendees who participated in the session. Over 130 attended compared to an average of 55 attendees for the previous sessions. Note: shortly before the session there were approximately 100 Afghanistan men arriving in Shepparton from Christmas Island.

· challenges in coordinating the response between three agencies (VLA, RILC and Goulburn Valley Community Legal Service).

Joanne Ellis stated that holding a legal assistance clinic seven months after an education session is not the best practice but, despite the delay, the clinic provided a valuable service to clients who would otherwise have been unable to access legal assistance. She further added that:
The partner agencies were not well equipped to deal with the high level of follow-up work that was generated from the education session. The success of the clinic in spite of these difficulties reflects the great collaboration that went on between Victoria Legal Aid and other agencies.

 Raylee Parfett of the Goulburn Valley Community Health Service added:
We should have worked together more closely as I could have assisted with the long waiting list by setting up a ‘holding pattern approach’ and explaining the process to the Afghanistan men.
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This was the first time VLA has run a combined community legal education -assessment outreach session and it is not surprising that challenges arose in trying out a new model of service delivery. If similar sessions are run in the future, the Community Legal Education Program will ensure better delegation around coordinating follow-up service provision.
The session demonstrated the overwhelming need for immigration advice and assistance, and the lack of services in the region to address this. In this context we need to be more mindful of how we attempt to address immigration issues through education in the future. Balvinder Kaur suggested it may have been better to focus on telling communities that: 
Family reunion takes a long time and that to increase the chances of this happening they need to learn English, find work and learn how to drive.

Chris Hazelman, the CEO of the Ethnic Council of Shepparton and District, stated the session ‘pushed the immigration issue up the chain’. UnitingCare – Cutting Edge have lobbied hard for a migration agent to be working locally via the Goulburn Valley Community Legal Centre Pilot. FamilyCare has also facilitated the funding of a private lawyer to provide free and subsidised assistance.
Family Harmony 

17 and 23 October, 28 November 2010

The communities’ growing trust and confidence led to disclosures of sensitive problems related to parenting. This was raised by the President of the Congolese Association of Shepparton and a Sudanese bilingual community worker and confirmed in subsequent meetings with the Afghanistan community.
While more formal delivery had lent itself to the previous areas of law covered, this area of family law required a reciprocal learning approach in a more informal environment. It also required an approach that fostered confidence in the community to talk openly about how the law impacts on their family life.
To meet this need Angela Costi researched and wrote three stories based on recurrent problems that were experienced by the communities in this particular area of law. The relevance of the stories engaged communities and were a springboard for legal discussion. They did not rely on participants disclosing personal information on a sensitive topic. 

Because of the sensitive and personal nature of the content, separate sessions were set up: one for the Congolese and Burundi communities, another for the Sudanese community and a third for the Afghanistan community.
Angela Costi facilitated the first two sessions and Sultan Cinar, Legal Literacy Coordinator of the Australian Muslim Women’s Centre for Human Rights, facilitated the third session. The facilitators introduced the session, told one of the stories and nominated others to present the other two stories. They also facilitated discussion and sharing of stories by the participants. VLA’s Managing Lawyer of the Shepparton office, Ian Michaelson was present at every session using the stories as a springboard for legal information and advice, answering questions from the participants and contributing to discussion.
The sessions were conducted in local community halls and seating was arranged so that all participants, including presenters, were part of a circle. Using the space in this way encouraged the sessions to segue easily from presentation by service providers to dialogue with community.
Community workers from FamilyCare, Goulburn Valley Community Health Service and UnitingCare – Cutting Edge gave information about their family support programs. Resources were given to participants including the DVD Raising Children in Australia – for parents of young children from African backgrounds (The Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture Inc 2007).
Feedback was unanimously positive. Nedal Hamid, Sudanese bilingual worker at Ethnic Council of Shepparton and District, strongly advocated for the continuation of these sessions during the school holiday period, as she believed parents would benefit from this type of education during a time when their parenting responsibilities were at the fore.
Matt Anker, Pastor of St Paul’s Lutheran Church, stated: 
…The final sessions on 'Family Harmony' marked a significant step forward in meeting the participants where they were at. The story telling and discussion format was excellent and clearly engaged the participants and encouraged thoughtful reflection. I would strongly encourage the use of this same approach for future presentations of the other areas that were covered…

Chris Hazelman noted that the Family Harmony sessions had caused ‘a ripple in the African communities’ - that the subject had affected the community and people were talking about these issues, where previously they had not.

Chris said that the area of child protection and domestic violence is ‘a difficult and contentious area for these families’. As a result of the sessions, hi s community workers organised to speak directly with child protection workers to understand more about their process and to work with them more positively. This is a significant outcome as there had been previous reluctance from the community to involve or engage with child protection workers.
Case study – Flow-on programs for local agency 

FamilyCare is a regionally-based, not-for-profit agency offering a great range of support services for families and young people, including aged and disability support services. Their inroads with the newly arrived communities though were not as strong as they would have liked.

Their new Community Access Worker, Rachael Kilsby, was beginning to set up meetings with members of the African communities at around the same time that Victoria Legal Aid was planning the Family Harmony sessions.

Rachael met with Angela Costi and Erin Wilkinson and agreed to collaborate on the sessions. After the sessions, Rachael stated that the flow-on effect for FamilyCare has been:

‘wonderful – slowly but surely, random referrals came in, people heard about our involvement in Family Harmony. We have had four meetings with community representatives. We are planning to run a parenting session for the communities. We are working closely with Nedal who attended one of the Family Harmony sessions. Also, Sosan, another community representative and worker has approached us to set up a craft group for newly arrived women. And we are contributing to the successful playgroup service run by UnitingCare.’ 

4. Furthering the benefits of the sessions 

In addition to the individual and immediate benefits of these sessions, the sessions also provided broader benefits, including an enhanced understanding of effective collaboration and successful community legal education design and delivery. These broader benefits and accompanying recommendations are summarised below. For a detailed list of the key learnings associated with this project, refer to appendix 6.2.
Improving local service delivery for newly arrived communities 

The sessions increased community knowledge of local services, which lead to an increase in demand for some services, such as financial counselling. All the services involved responded positively to this demand. Some are adapting their services to better meet the needs of refugees and others are planning more programs to build on the knowledge. This flow-on effect reinforces the benefits of the sessions into the future.
A number of workers expressed a desire to build on existing knowledge around child protection and to also extend the reach of these sessions by offering more of them.
Recommendation: VLA Shepparton, with the assistance of the Community Legal Education Program work with the community workers at the Ethnic Council of Shepparton and District and UnitingCare – Cutting Edge together with Primary Care Connect (formerly the Goulburn Valley Community Health Service) and FamilyCare to explore further sessions.
Addressing gaps in workers’ knowledge and building relationships between services to better support communities 

Community workers said that they found the sessions invaluable in increasing their knowledge of legal issues. They said it meant they were more able to support their clients. For example, Sonali Jayasundera, Silver Keogh and Fatima Al-Qarakchy, multicultural project workers from UnitingCare – Cutting Edge (UCCE) reported that the Family Harmony sessions helped them understand the process of mandatory reporting in relation to community workers. This greatly assisted their work with clients in relation to family matters. Further, community workers from UCCE complemented their driving programs for refugee women by using legal facts presented at the driving session.
The sessions provided a forum for local services to talk to each other and also to discover new services. Workers used the contacts they gained in the sessions to build relationships with key services. This benefits communities in terms of better referrals as well as the potential for more strategic service delivery. For example, the sessions enabled Goulburn Valley Community Health Service to learn more about the service provided by Victoria Legal Aid in Shepparton. The worker said that many of her clients have legal issues and she would like to work more closely with the VLA Shepparton office to improve referrals.
Recommendation: VLA Shepparton office to meet with the Goulburn Valley Community Health Service. All VLA offices to consider, if not already in place, holding regular local stakeholder meetings.
The value of storytelling to facilitate discussion about legal issues 

During the sessions interpreters and bilingual workers often phrased their questions to the lawyers and presenters in the form of a story. It made sense to continue developing this type of delivery so that agencies and communities could share stories to educate each other about their legal issues. The communities responded well to the storytelling delivery. Jean Marie Mulpendi, President of the Congolese community, stated:
Another interesting thing at the sessions was the stories, to tell these similar situations showing the consequences of making the wrong decision, this is very good.

Aimee Cooper a VLA lawyer who attended the Family Harmony sessions, was enthusiastic about the storytelling approach:
I could see them [the community] responding to the issues as they came up and they will use the stories when talking to others about the issues – a great vehicle for talking about a difficult topic.

Recommendation: Continue developing the storytelling model of delivery and promote existing education resources that use storytelling. Build capacity of VLA lawyers to use this type of delivery when engaging communities.
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Creating pathways to influence policy and reform 

The discussions held in sessions often revealed bigger issues for communities. We heard about ongoing systemic issues around discrimination in employment and many accounts of discrimination and bullying occurring to their children at school. We also heard about challenges in getting driving licenses and problems reading road signs. These sorts of problems are common in many new and emerging communities across regional Victoria (Australian Human Rights Commission 2010, Fraser 2009 & 2010, Victorian Equal Opportunity Commission 2008).
Community representatives asked for help to work better with schools and to influence the system in relation to training programs in work places. This need to focus on the system was reiterated by Samia Baho, Executive Director of the Centre for African -Australian Women’s Issues (CAAWI), in her address to the Australian Human Rights Commission on the study of African-Australians, where she stated:
I don’t think we’ll have any benefit of talking about racism or anti-racism. This is a curriculum issue…’ (Australian Human Rights Commission podcast 2010).

Recommendation: Develop organisational pathways within VLA to enable community legal education to inform law reform and policy. 

Holistic approach to service delivery 

This was a highly collaborative project, which acknowledged that ‘legal issues are often symptomatic of broader problems in people’s lives’ (Australian Government 2009).
Two case studies – connect, share and learn with local agencies 

In planning the Unemployment and work session we learnt that many community members were looking for work and would benefit from tips to gain employment. We responded by including three messages about how to get a job. These were, ‘draft a resume, address selection criteria and dress appropriately’. This simple step supported refugee communities to gain employment and become financially independent. This, in turn, increases self-esteem and can assist applications for family reunion. Silver Keogh, a worker, who attended this session reported that these messages were remembered over eight months later.

The consultation process for the Family Harmony sessions involved us listening to problems involving finances, employment, social isolation, cultural values and generational clashes within families themselves. This strengthened our commitment to holistic education delivery. We collaborated with local organisations that worked directly with newly arrived communities, providing practical services such as networking opportunities for isolated mothers, child care relief, family counselling, financial counselling and parenting education programs. These organisations talked about their services and provided follow-up support to participants.

Recommendation: The Community Legal Education Program work collaboratively with regional offices, community legal centres and local legal and non-legal service providers to strengthen and support their capacity to provide legal education sessions inspired by this model of legal education delivery.
Raising community awareness of VLA
One of the most consistent remarks from community representatives was the opportunity the sessions gave them to talk directly to lawyers and other service providers about issues before they became big problems. The involvement of Ian Michaelson, Managing Lawyer of VLA’s Shepparton office confirmed that legal help was local, free and accessible. Before the sessions, Ian indicated that the VLA Shepparton office was not well known to these communities.
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The communities also engaged with specialist lawyers from VLA and the local community legal service lawyer in a community setting. Being given the opportunity to engage with these lawyers in a familiar environment rather than a formal legal environment or a court, allowed for open and relaxed engagement between the community member and the lawyer. Matt Anker confirmed that placing lawyers in non-legal environments produces positive community responses.
Recommendation: The Community Legal Education Program develop training for lawyers that focuses on skill sharing and building confidence in legal education settings. 
5. Conclusion 

The Shepparton sessions were designed in response to an identified need within the Shepparton community. The sessions aimed to increase access to justice for a particularly vulnerable group – the newly arrived – through the provision of an early intervention strategy.
Most community legal education strategies are ‘largely focused on information provision rather than longer term capacity building approaches
.’ This project departed from a standard approach by sustaining engagement over a 12 month period.
This project facilitated understanding of legal rights and responsibilities and created discourse in newly arrived communities, that wasn’t part of their vocabulary or perception before. As a result of this project the 400 new arrivals that we worked with are better equipped to identify and manage the legal problems they encounter. They know more about legal issues that are relevant to their lives. They also know where to go for information and help. Importantly, they will share this information with each other.
One of the objectives of the sessions was to connect disadvantaged and hard to reach communities to their local services. This project fostered positive relationships and mutual respect among the refugee communities and the collaborating organisations, increasing the inclusion of refugees and the newly arrived in their local community. The project also created good-will and trust between services and towards VLA.
The model we used in this project has been recognised as good practice by the Australian Human Rights Commission (In our own words – African Australians: A review of human rights and social inclusion issues,  Australian Human Rights Commission 2010).

The Family Law Council, in relation to its national research on improving the family law system for CALD and indigenous clients, invited us to present on the Family Harmony sessions to a council meeting. Angela Costi is now a member of a reference group to support the Family Law Council’s work.
We do not expect other agencies or VLA offices to adopt the Shepparton model ‘off the shelf.’ Any engagement project must be tailored to local needs. What we do hope is that our work will encourage others to engage with their communities and craft programs that have similar benefits.
While it is challenging to measure the impact of community legal education sessions, particularly in terms of long-term changes in behaviour, an evaluation such as this demonstrates the value of the project, both immediate and longer term. Longer term benefits are evidenced by local agencies capitalising on new relationships and the momentum to plan projects that better support the many newly arrived communities in the region.
6. Appendices 

6.1 The process for developing the Shepparton sessions 

Planning and project management 

The research and consultation provided rich data that we used to plan the project. By December 2009 we had decided that the best way to proceed was to work collaboratively to deliver a series of face-to-face community legal education sessions based on the needs of the African communities.
Angela Costi and Erin Wilkinson were joint-managers of the project. The Community Legal Education Program manager, Monica Ferrari, mentored the process and the project. The project was supported by the directors and managers of the Civil Justice, Access and Equity Directorate and of Victoria Legal Aid. 

Consultation and partnering 

The consultation process identified three tiers of collaborative engagement:
1. partners – these were major local organisations or agencies that were actively involved with the process of implementing the project plan.

2. stakeholder collaborators – these were local or state-wide agencies that were involved as co-presenters in the sessions or provided follow-up support for the participants.

3. community representatives – these were staff that were employed as bilingual workers, interpreters, multicultural community workers or actively involved with their community’s association as leaders. 

Audience 

The initial request was to address the legal needs of the African communities. Matt Anker, Pastor of St Paul’s Lutheran Church, initiated this process by identifying the legal problems experienced by members of his African congregation. Subsequent consultations were wit h African community representatives. As a result, the first session focused on this group.
A meeting was then held with the partners, stakeholder collaborators and community representatives and we got unanimous feedback to open up subsequent sessions to all the newly arrived communities in Shepparton. From the second session the needs of the African, Afghanistan and Iraq communities of Shepparton were accommodated. 

Setting the scene 

It was identified that communities would respond more positively to an informal atmosphere; a time-managed speakers’ session bookended with com munity activity involving entertainment, food, discussion and mingling.
Storytelling, dance, song and music are woven into African communication, not considered mere entertainment. Further, past histories revealed to us how in their homelands the law was harsh and undemocratic, and sometimes used as a tool of torture and abuse. Beginning the session with a form of communication that was familiar and safe to participants, created a warm, engaging atmosphere. As we introduced the sessions to Afghanistan and Iraq communities, we were sensitive to their religious and cultural needs. We engaged a local singer who sang in Arabic as well as Sudanese-Arabic. We let communities know that the entertainment was optional – they did not have to be a part of the audience. The food was Halal for all communities.
Traditionally community engagement and development work does not fit neatly into business hours. This was the case with the Shepparton sessions, which were all held afterhours to enable the women, m en and children to attend together.
Many of the African and Afghanistan families had young children so we partnered with UnitingCare – Cutting Edge and Greater Shepparton Council who provided local, qualified childcare workers. 

Interpreters and bilingual workers 

We encouraged a dynamic interaction with interpreters and bilingual workers by setting up briefing meetings before the sessions to discuss the approach, content and sensitivity of the subject. This resulted in more satisfying outcomes for both presenters and community.
Fostering the use of local bilingual workers also encouraged a greater sense of local ownership of the project. These bilingual workers assisted with interpreting and discussion during the sessions, planning and promoting the sessions to their communities and ongoing advice to the project coordinators. 

Media and promotion 

We worked closely with the Design team and Research and Communications, Victoria Legal Aid, to plan and implement a communications strategy that involved media, websites, posters and flyers. At least five articles were printed by main Shepparton newspapers about the project or the assistance of Victoria Legal Aid to newly arrived communities in Shepparton. It also lead to a radio interview at Radio National ABC’s regional station. 

Resource development 

We developed a series of simple, hard-copy education resources to reinforce key messages delivered in the sessions. This series is known as Legal Basics and it incorporates stories and images to convey simplified information. The series is in English because many communities, particularly the African and the Afghanistan communities, have low literacy levels in their ‘mother tongues’. We also learnt that at least one member in an extended family can read simple English.
The series was developed with Katie Fraser, based on content she used to support her work with refugee communities in the Western Suburbs
. The series was well received by participants and is now widely avail able for use by workers and clients.
6.2 Key learnings – preparing for community engagement 

1. Managing systemic issues: conversations with participants often revealed bigger issues for communities. We heard about ongoing issues around discrimination in employment, expressed as ‘polite discrimination’, and many accounts of discrimination and bullying in schools. We also heard about challenges in getting driving licenses and problems reading road signs. In the Family Harmony sessions we heard about the deep-seated fear of the Department of Human Services, Child Protection and the inability to parent as a result. These sorts of problems are common in many new and emerging communities across Victoria (Australian Human Rights Commission 2010, Fraser 2009 & 2010, Victorian Equal Opportunity Commission 2008).
Learnings: it is useful to prepare for engagement work by developing pathways to manage systemic problems that are likely to come up, but cannot be dealt with inside a discrete session. For example, developing collaborative relationships with organisations or government departments to address these systemic issues.
2. Education beyond the session: when delivering community education sessions there tends to be an emphasis on the process leading up to the session and on the session itself, but it is also important to think about what the community can take away from the session and use, reflect on or take action. Communities are saturated with free information brochures in languages, sessions with interpreters, consultation focus groups and interviews, they are constantly receiving and giving back. But is the exchange meaningful? Community representatives often ask the question, 'What are the practical benefits for my community?'

Learnings: communities are resilient, creative and powerful. Learning is richer when we recognise this and engage community representatives in the process throughout. That we not only focus on how we need to deliver the education but what are the practical benefits we hope would ensue beyond the sessions, and plant these as objectives in our process.
3. Reciprocal learning: there is so much 'diversity within diversity' - one community group of the same cultural background varies markedly from another, legal problems are never exactly the same, and community engagement is constantly adapting to particular needs. Also, there is a fine balance between wanting to reach as m any m embers of the same community as possible, to engaging closely with a few. 
Learnings: developing a relationship with community representatives that is at a more equal level or peer -orientated, rather than one of power imbalance or authority-orientated, stimulates an exchange of learnings, ideas and encourages finding common ground. Also, on a practical level, sometimes less is more, for instance, with the Family Harmony sessions there were fewer community participants at these sessions but there was a genuine focus on a two-way learning process.

4. Centralised model: good community development comes from and is lead by the community. While this project came from t he communities and their advocates it was lead by an agency based over 200ks away. One of the objectives of the project was to build relationships between communities and agencies and between agencies. There was a huge learning curve as staff came up to speed with the local service delivery landscape and began to understand the relationships between agencies and build relationships. Staff identified, however, that there were benefits to being outsiders in that they were able to encourage collaboration among local service providers who were working like silos and they were not constrained by local politics. The centralised model did pose challenges though with staff travelling to Shepparton over 20 times.

Learnings: there are pros and cons in not being based within the community you are engaging with. It is worth thinking these through when the objectives for the project are developed, to consider how this proximity will constrain or enable the project.
5. Flexibility: community engagement work does not fit neatly within the nine to five business hours. The Shepparton sessions were all held afterhours to enable the women, men and children to attend together. The sessions were seen as community events rather than legal education forums, and such events take place after work and on the weekend. The timing of the sessions was a challenge for some staff.

Learnings: organisations considering engagement work need to recruit for it i.e., by employing staff that can work afterhours. Any staff involved in this work need to be supported to work safely and flexibly, for example, by providing conditions such as time in lieu and being mindful of occupational health and safety issues that arise when staff travel afterhours. 
6. Briefing interpreters: initially we employed local interpreters, known and respected by the communities. We endeavoured to use NAATI level 3 however for most of the languages, we could only find level 2 staff. We also found that with some languages and for some communities, a local interpreter or bilingual worker did not work as well. This was due to political or personal rifts or skill level. In some cases, we addressed this by engaging Melbourne-based interpreters who were familiar with community legal education sessions. In other cases the use of local bilingual workers was a benefit, encouraging greater sense of local ownership of the project. These bilingual workers assisted with interpreting and discussion during the sessions, planning and promoting the sessions to their communities and ongoing advice to the project managers. 

Learnings: to encourage a more dynamic interaction between interpreters and bilingual workers we set up briefing meetings before the sessions to discuss the approach, content and sensitivity of the subject. This resulted in more satisfying outcomes for both presenters and community members.
7. Briefing presenters: presenters demonstrated varying degrees of skill in engaging with recent arrivals. We noted that despite efforts to equip and support presenters, some reverted to very traditional methods of delivery that were not ideal. 

Learnings: take time to assess the skills of all presenters and consider what is required to ensure they are in the best position to engage participants . Victoria Legal Aid is now in the process of developing a series of interactive workshops designed to demonstrate through experience ways of engaging different communities. 
8. Community engagement takes time and skill: community engagement is a privilege. It must be approached respectfully and be supported by careful planning. What is it that we are trying to achieve when we engage and how will the community benefit? How are community members involved in the process? What theories of learning underpin the activity? Are we learning together or are we transferring our knowledge? Where does the power lie and how do we acknowledge that?
Learnings: community engagement that is respectful, responsive and reciprocal requires significant skill and experience. It also requires time and organisational support. Agencies need to think this through before embarking on community engagement activities.
9. Storytelling: research and previous experience working with newly arrived communities, together with local consultation, indicated that oral storytelling was the preferred mode of delivering complicated legal information. We noticed that during the sessions interpreters and bilingual workers often phrased their questions to the lawyers and presenters in the form of a story. It made sense to continue developing this model of delivery so that agencies and communities could share stories to educate each other about their legal issues. This model was the basis of the Family Harmony sessions, which covered child protection and parenting.
Learnings: Matt Anker, Pastor of St Paul’s Lutheran Church, stated:
…The final sessions on 'Family Harmony' marked a significant step forward in meeting the participants where they were at. The storytelling and discussion format was excellent and clearly engaged the participants and encouraged thoughtful reflection. I would strongly encourage the use of this same approach for future presentations of the other areas that were covered…

10. Immigration session: there were challenges in the delivery of the immigration session. This session was run as a combined Community Legal Education and assessment outreach and was a new model of service delivery. Problems arose through an unprecedented and unexpected number of participants with over 130 attending, compared to an average of 55 attendees for previous sessions. This posed challenges in coordinating the response between three agencies involved. Also, despite clear messages to participants about the scope of the session, many had expectations that could not be met i.e., largely around reuniting families.

Learnings: there is an overwhelming need for immigration advice and assistance, and the lack of services and resources available to address this. Immigration issues are emotional and sensitive topics. Work in this area needs to be approached with great care around messaging and resourcing.
6.3 Agencies involved in this project

Partners

St Paul’s Lutheran Church:

· Matt Anker (Pastor)

Victoria Legal Aid – Shepparton office:
· Ian Michaelson (Managing Lawyer)

· Lauren Galvin (Family Lawyer)

· Janette Georgopoulos (ASM)

Australian Muslim Women’s Centre for Human Rights:
· Sultan Cinar (Legal Literacy Coordinator) 

Greater Shepparton City Council:
· Kayelene Kuch (Manager of Culture and Community Strengthening)
Ethnic Council of Shepparton and District:
· Chris Hazelman (CEO)

· Thon Thon (community development worker - CDW)

· Hafiza Khoshiwal (CDW)

· Uzembe Byamasu (CDW)

· Nedal Hamid (CDW)

· Shoukat Rafiee (CDW)

· Omen Ndlovu (Project Officer) 

UnitingCare – Cutting Edge:
· Fatima Al-Qarakchy (Multicultural Project Worker – MPW)

· Sonali Jayasundera (MPW)

· Silver Keogh (MPW) 

Goulburn Ovens TAFE:
· Balvinder Kaur (Manager Multicultural Education Centre) 

Project supporters and collaborators 

FamilyCare:

· Rachael Kilsby (Community Access Worker) 

Primary Care Connect (formerly Goulburn Valley Community Health Service):
· Raylee Parfett (Refugee Counsellor Advocate)

· Jan Sneyd (Financial Counsellor) 

Energy and Water Ombudsman of Victoria:
· Tanja Sommer (Senior Research and Communications Officer) 

VicRoads:
· Sharon Vasterink (Customer Service Manager) 

Centrelink:
· Val Sheahan (Multicultural Service Officer) 

Central Victorian Group Training (CVGT):
· Joel Deane (Deputy Manager) 

Shepparton Police:
· Michael Osmond (Senior Sergeant)
Goulburn Valley Community Legal Centre – Pilot:
· Peter Noble (Principal Solicitor of Loddon Campaspe)

· Joanne Ellis (Solicitor) 

Refugee and Immigration Legal Centre (RILC):
· Priscilla Jamieson (Senior Solicitor and Migration Agent) 

6.4 Community representatives and Victoria Legal Aid lawyers involved in this project
Community representatives and leaders who were consulted throughout the process were: 
· Nasim Gulzari, President of the Aghanistan community

· Jean Marie Mupenda, President of the Goulburn Valley Congolese and Burundi Association

· Uzembe Jack, Vice President of the Goulburn Valley Congolese and Burundi Association

· Hafiza Khoshiwal, President of the Afghanistan Women’s Association

· Moses de Paul, President of the Sudanese Association

· Laura Ullar, Acting President of the Sudanese Women’s Association

· Adam Kitungano, former President of the Goulburn Valley Congolese Association

· Sosan Bakal, President of the Arabic Speaking Women’s Group

· Adnan Alghazal, President of the Al-Sajad Association and leader of the Iraq community (who has sadly passed away). 

Victoria Legal Aid lawyers who presented at the sessions were:
· Joel Townsend – Money matters

· Ian Michaelson – Driving session and all the Family Harmony sessions

· Michael Freedman – Unemployment and work session

· Len Jaffit – Unemployment and work session

· Dana Krause – Immigration session

· Lauren Galvin – Family Harmony session.

6.5 Why evaluate? 

This project is different from any other undertaken by VLA and warrants critical appraisal. This is the first time the Community Legal Education Program has engaged with newly arrived communities over such a lengthy period of time. While we have undertaken some engagement work, it has been short -term and for smaller groups.
The purpose of this evaluation is to:
· document the process and acknowledge the participants

· give participants an opportunity to tell us what they think about the sessions

· use the data gathered to assist us in similar work for other communities

· explore concepts such as ‘sustainable change’, ‘capacity building’, ‘community engagement’ and ‘community development’

· identify outcomes to find out if the sessions made a difference

· share the outcomes of the evaluation

· consolidate our learning. 

How did we evaluate the Shepparton sessions? 

The process of evaluation, like the process of consultation, was continuous throughout the Shepparton project. It was important to get feedback to ensure that each session was addressing a community need, to inform how future sessions would be coordinated and to make necessary changes to delivery. These ongoing evaluation processes included debrief meetings with partners, stakeholder collaborators and community representatives, and writing reflective accounts after each session.
This feedback and evaluation is documented in detailed reports for each of the sessions
. These reports provide a snap shot of the immediate responses to the session and have been invaluable to this evaluation report. 

Theoretical approach to this evaluation 

In evaluating the sessions our approach was to create collaborative and reflective spaces, with the communities and the stakeholders. Our aim was to understand the impact of the sessions for the local refugee communities. Groups and individuals were encouraged to express the value of the sessions and to articulate what that value or outcome looked like for their communities.

Our theoretical approach was influenced by an ‘audit review evaluation’ and ‘open enquiry evaluation’ (Wadsworth 1997, p 45-55). We also drew on an ‘action research model’ (Carr & Kemmis, 1986). This reflective cycle is based on planning, acting, modifying and then planning and acting again and suits the collaborative and responsive approach to this project. This reflective cycle is documented in the reports for individual sessions and is illustrated in the decision making - for example we decided to cancel a session around housing as it was identified that the communities were not experiencing tenancy problems, rather there was a housing shortage compounded by discriminatory practices by real estate agents. In this case a systemic response, as opposed to community legal education, was required. 

Methodology used 

Twenty local representatives or stakeholders were involved in this evaluation. Comments and quotes from stakeholders are incorporated throughout this report. All stakeholders have been given the opportunity to check that their quotes have been interpreted and used appropriately.

A series of questions were developed to guide the feedback received from all three tiers of collaboration. The focus group met for four hours. A semi-structured format was used to guide the meeting. Open-ended questions were asked, discussion facilitated and frank responses encouraged. Verbal consent was received from all the participants, who were familiar with the focus group process in relation to their work in the community and payment was organised for volunteer community representatives.
The focus group and meetings with agencies occurred over two days in late November 2010 involving Monica Ferrari, Angela Costi and Erin Wilkinson.

6.6 Agencies and participants involved in evaluating the project

Community representative focus group session

· Jean Marie Mupenda (President of the Goulburn Valley Congolese and Burundi Association)

· Uzembe Byamasu (Congolese representative and Kirundi interpreter)

· Nedal Hamid (African representative and bilingual worker)

· Fatima Al-Qarakchy (multicultural project worker and Iraq representative)

· Sonali Jayasundera (multicultural community and settlement worker)

· Hafiza Khoshiwal (Afghanistan representative and bilingual worker)

· Adam Kitungano (African representative)

· Silver Keogh (community worker and African representative)

· Omen Ndlovu (project officer and African representative) 

Partner meeting: Goulburn Ovens Institute of TAFE
· Balvinder Kaur (Centre Manager of Multicultural Education Centre) 
Stakeholder meeting: Goulburn Valley Community Health Service 

· Raylee Parfett (Refugee Counsellor Advocate) 
Partner meeting: Ethnic Council of Shepparton and District 

· Chris Hazelman (CEO) 

Partner meeting: Victoria Legal Aid Shepparton office 

· Ian Michaelson (Managing Lawyer)

· Janette Georgopoulos (ASM)

· Lauren Galvin (Family Lawyer) 

Stakeholder meeting Goulburn Valley Community Legal Service - Pilot 
· Joanne Ellis (Community Lawyer) 

Partner written feedback: St Paul’s Lutheran Church

· Matt Anker (Pastor) 
Stakeholder written feedback FamilyCare 
· Rachael Kilsby (Community Access Worker) 

Stakeholder written feedback: FamilyCare 

· Val Sheahan (Multicultural Service Officer) 

Stakeholder meeting Shepparton police

· Michael Osmond (Senior Sergeant) 

6.7 Evaluation questions 

The following questions were asked of local agencies who participated in the sessions:
· What did you value about the sessions?

· And why do you value this?

· What benefit, if any, did the sessions have for the communities or individuals within the communities?

· How do you recognise the benefit, if any, of the legal education sessions with regard to your involvement with the communities or your work?

· Has your service noticed any changes in access to your service by refugee communities? If yes, can you tell us more about this, for instance, is it about increased demand, if so what kind of services are being requested, is it about improved communication or relationships. If so, what does this look like for example, invitations, degree of comfort in approaching services.

· Can you link any change in client or community behaviour to the information shared in the sessions or the sessions generally?

· How can we improve on the sessions? What could we do better in the future?

· Any other comments you would like to provide are welcome.

6.8 Script for focus group testing 

The following script was used as a springboard to prompt discussion in the focus group:
After working with you to deliver different types of legal education sessions for the newly arrived communities of Shepparton, we need to analyse their effectiveness. We need to work out what was good about them and what wasn’t good enough, and how we can improve and how we can do it better next time. You have worked with us on some or all of the sessions, whether it be telling your communities about the sessions, advising us about the content for these sessions, advising us about the communities’ legal problems, interpreting at these sessions, and helping us with so many other things. Your feedback is very much needed and will be part of a report. This report will be shared with you and it will inform our future planning of community legal education sessions and community engagement.

[Go through the sessions one by one to refresh their memories. As we go through the sessions, ask them some questions.] 

· If you were involved in this session or you knew about this session, can you please share with us anything good that came from having this session?

· Was there anything bad or negative that came out of this session?

Some questions to go through:
· Did you find the sessions helpful? How were they helpful?

· What could we have done to make these sessions better for the communities?

· Have the sessions made you do anything differently or think differently about things? If yes, how?

· Have the sessions made any members of your community or your client/s do any thing differently or think differently about things? If yes, how?

· Did you use any of the written information that was provided in the sessions? Do you know whether any individuals from the communities used this written information? [refer them to the Legal Basics – give them examples]

· What would you like to see happen in the future? Would you like more sessions on different topics or do you feel comfortable with the sessions that were delivered? How can people that continue to arrive receive the same information? Do you feel like you can pass on information to your communities? Do you feel comfortable approaching local services to see if a session can be arranged? 
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� Funding has since been made available to extend the work of the Goulburn Valley Community Legal Service.


� Maria Dimopolous, Implementing Legal Empowerment Strategies to Prevent Domestic Violence in New and Emerging Communities, Australian Domestic Violence Clearinghouse, Issues paper 20, November 2010


� The legal issues covered in Shepparton sessions were identified by these communities, but they are commonly experienced by other newly arrived communities (Fraser 2009 & 2010)


� Contact the � HYPERLINK "mailto:cle@vla.vic.gov.au" ��cle@vla.vic.gov.au� for access to these reports.
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