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CREATING A TRAINING
PROGRAMME FOR COMMUNITY-
BASED PARALEGALS:
ACTION RESEARCH

Abstract. The paper presents the dynamic
process of developing an educational course for
paralegals undertaken with the support of the ‘Human
Rights and Justice Program Initiative’ (run by the
International Renaissance Foundation). Based on the
approach of action research, the course design was
changed from the initial experts’ vision, based on the
desk-review analysis of the international practices of
paralegal studies and following the suggestions of
practitioners who took part in the training of trainers.
The study highlights a range of challenges in
designing an educational course for individuals with a
brand new role in society. In particular, there was no
holistic understanding of the idea of paralegalism
among trainers in local communities. Thus, the vision
of who can become a paralegal, and the criteria for
selecting people from local communities to take part
in the educational course, were based on results of a
trainer’s discussion (as well as on the compilation of
expert analysis and ideas adopted from international
experience.

The study demonstrates how to design the
training for trainers, while trainers-participants have
an opportunity to show their skills and understanding
of the received information. Such a design can be
used for teaching complex or brand new concepts that
require additional discussion. Parts of this course can
also be applied as separate training for community
activists, since the course is aimed to educate on the
use instruments of community facilitation and service
integration.

Keywords: educational course; paralegal; social
work; services brokerage; community.
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Introduction

There is a long-standing debate in the academic literature on social work as a
professional project and paraprofessional involvement, social work competencies
and their mastering (Semigina & Boyko, 2014). In many countries, including
Ukraine, paraprofessionals play an important role in social services delivery and
advocacy (Miriukia & Moss, 2016; Roberts & Bowblis, 2017).

One of the numerous examples of paraprofessionals in social work is
community-based paralegals. This is a network of people who work within the scope
of community needs, have a good knowledge of the community resources in which
they work, and they have to take part in trainings to master different tools to become
a part of such a network (Yeroshenko, 2017). The shorter term “paralegal” will be
used in the study referring to a community-based paralegal. This term embodies a
multitude of concepts and practices; however, in social work it has come to be used
in reference to a person who supports the local community by coordinating all of the
legal and social services, and providing primary legal consultation (Maru, 2010).
Paralegal’s core purposes in the society are to address both individual and
community-wide problems, and also to facilitate community residents’ participation
in solving problems in the community (Rebuta, Gregorio & Hatta, 2012).

In Ukraine, the initiative to introduce a paralegals’ network all around Ukraine
was started being developed in 2016 by a group of legal experts and social workers.
The initial idea was to create a pilot model, and then to expand it to a sustainable
professional network based of this pilot. The aim of the initiative to develop a
paralegals’ network in Ukraine is to integrate legal and social services in the regions,
and also to strengthen legal capacity of the local communities. This initiative started
with the development of an educational course for paralegals. These activities were
supported by the ‘Human Rights and Justice Program Initiative’ (run by the
International Renaissance Foundation).

The paper presents the self-reflections regarding the dynamic process of
developing an educational course to train paralegals for Ukrainian communities. It is
aimed to describe a Ukrainian experience, located in a singular context of using
action research that can help in understanding the possibilities that can be opened to
build social work courses based on community knowledge and the participatory
approach.

Methodology
The study is based on the application of the participatory methodology
stemming from a phenomenological approach (Bortoletto, 2017). The literature
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suggests that the participatory approach is oriented toward democratization of
knowledge production (Cornwall, 2008) and fits the practical model of education,
involving social capital and community knowledge (Deepak, Wisner & Benton,
2016).

The action research focuses more on upon the ways in which production of
knowledge shapes consciousness of the agenda in the first place, and participation
in knowledge production becomes a method for building greater awareness
(Gaventa & Cornwall, 2001). As Reason and Bradbury state,

Action research is a participatory, democratic process concerned
with developing practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human
purposes, grounded in a participatory worldwide [...]. It seeks to bring
together action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation with
others [...] the flourishing of individual persons and their communities
(2001, p. 1).

Within the framework of action research, the way that events within research
activities are organized is important (Lucio-Villegas, 2016), while standard
indicator analysis is not applied to explore a social problem (Susser, 2004).

So, with respect to action research design of our study, practitioners and
prospective trainers were active participants of the educational programme
development. There was a group of experts who developed the programme: 4
social workers, an expert in gender issues, 2 practitioners from governmental
centers of free legal aid provision, 3 representatives of NGO-free legal aid
providers, and 2 educators from law clinics. There were experts involved from
the main networks of governmental and non-governmental free legal aid
providers, and from the local NGO social services, who collaborated with each of
these networks: the Association of legal clinics of Ukraine, Legal Development
Network, the state system of free legal aid provision, public offices of Ukrainian
Helsinki Human Rights Union.

Trainers were selected on the basis of two criteria: education and
experience in conducting trainings. The pool of trainers was formed with the
snowball method: each expert provides advice to at least two trainers within the
section he/she developed. There were 35 trainers who had been chosen to take
part in the TOT (training of trainers) — 12 in the first module, 12 in the second
module, 11 in the third module. Trainers were selected from the regional NGOs
that provide social services, from the regional NGOs that provide free legal aid,
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from among the human rights protection activists, and also from among the
regional representatives of the state system of free legal aid provision.

The data for this study was collected and documented during all the steps
of the course development, as one of the authors (KY) was involved as an expert,
and is an author of the “Advocacy and Communication” section of the
educational programme. She coordinated and developed the study: development
of study design and data collection, drafted the manuscript. The other author (TS)
developed the principal idea of the paper, performed the analyses and drafted the
manuscript. The documented activities and outcomes are presented in this paper
with the permission of the Human Rights and Justice Program Initiative (run by
the International Renaissance Foundation). However, authors present their own
reflections on the process of course design, as well as views on the challenges
and bottlenecks of the development of this course for Ukrainian paralegals.

Interpretative techniques (Murphy, Franz & Choi, 2016) have been used to
precede observational data and documentary analysis. From a content perspective,
the authors have prepared a comprehensive overview of the developed course.
From a procedural perceptive, we discuss the process, challenges and outcomes of
the participatory approach to the course development.

Key findings
The process of design of the training course for paralegals was developed
in 5 action steps (see Table 1).
Table 1. Steps of the course design for paralegals

Ne Action Participants Outcome

1  Analysis of Expert group  Review of the baseline educational course for
programmes paralegals in different countries.

2  Experts’ Expert group  Content and design of the educational course
meetings were developed. The design of TOT (training of

trainers) course was also developed.

3 Course design  Expert group Each section of the educational course was
developed in the following way: the theory, and
the methods to deliver the theory.

4 TOT (training  Prospective A group of trainers were introduced to the
of trainers) trainers educational course for paralegals; they presented
their training sessions on each of the modules of
the educational course to each other.

5 TOT review Expert group  Redesign of the training course for paralegals,
changes to the criteria of paralegals’ selection
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The second step was focused on the expert discussion regarding the
possible content ant and design of the educational course for Ukrainian
paralegals. Since there is neither a practice of Street Law clinics in Ukraine
(as in South Africa), nor a set network of paralegals to connect with the free
legal aid centers (as in China), nor even a college or university courses for
paralegals yet, the educational model was borrowed from the Indonesian
experience, where NGOs conduct trainings for paralegals with the support of
international donors (Berenschot & Rinaldi, 2013).

Based on the desk-review findings the expert decided to make the
course practical, designed as a set of trainings. Thus, it was envisioned that
the training course would consists of three modules — “Human rights”,
“Community life”, “System changes and cooperation” lasting three days each.
Therefore, the whole course is planned to be 9 days long.

The third step was actual design of the course. According to expert
group suggestions, the module “Human rights” should be dedicated to
understanding the concept of human rights and general legal issues.
Participants should acquire certain competences, knowledge, and skills as a
result of this module: 1) basic knowledge of the concepts of “rights” and
“human rights”, ability to identify human rights violations, logic of actions in
case of human rights violations; 2) understanding of what discrimination is, its
types, evidence of discrimination in various spheres of public life; 3) basic
knowledge of law sections and sub-sections, how to use them in everyday life;
4) knowledge about the protection of consumer rights, the algorithm of action
in case of violation of the rights, understanding of contractual relations and
their features, including credit system and online purchases.

The experts focused the module “Community Life” on the
understanding of the community resources to solve the problems. The
following competences, knowledge, and skills were defined by the expert
group for this module: 1) concepts of community and forms of self-
organization in the community, instruments of influence and power control,
key aspects of the decentralization process, self-government and public
bodies; 2) understanding of the necessary tasks and functions of restorative
practices, benefits and risks of using restorative practices to solve problems,
and in decision-making in the communities; conflict resolution, facilitation
and mediation process; 3) basics of legislation to prevent domestic violence, a
system of state and NGO services authorized to carry out prevention and



Yeroshenko, K. & Semigina, T. 38 RECENT ISSUES IN SOCIAL WORK

EDUCATION

counteraction to violence; communication with people who have been
subjected to domestic violence, redirection of the victims seeking help to a
proper institution; provision with the most basic primary legal advice or
needed information; 4) understanding the issues of community security as
participation and responsibility shared among police, local governments and
residents; understanding the forms and results of cooperation between various
stakeholders in the field of community security, proactive behaviour in major
emergencies.

The last module, “System changes and cooperation”, is expected to
provide paralegals with an understanding of the process of effective
communication, and the integration of different services in the community.
Specifically, the participants should be familiar with the regional networks of
social services and the systems of free legal aid provision (governmental and
NGO’s), and should have knowledge and skills to be able to customize
computers and smartphones for safe work online. They are expected to have
knowledge of the basic concepts and the process of advocacy; principles of
communication in the community, possibilities of using social media; styles of
communication, identifying of advocacy problems in the community,
preparation of practical cases in the community to illustrate the relevance of
the problems and impossibility of their resolution by existing legal ways;
analysis of community structure for further involvement of its representatives
in advocacy campaign; skills of self-presentation and counter-argumentation.
Moreover, the last section covers fundraising and writing grant proposal
submissions.

The fourth step in developing the educational programme was the
training for trainers (TOT). The main idea of the TOT was to familiarize
trainers with the educational programme, and to work out the information in
small groups with other trainers.

At the end of a 3-day TOT, each of the trainers had the feedback from
the colleagues about the correspondence of key issues with the training
methods they had chosen. In addition, the teams of trainers were formed for
each module and all participants of the TOT had an opportunity to discuss the
content together. All of them had the idea (of the whole educational
programme, and trainers were put in real situations, so that they could change
the methods if some of them were proving to be ineffective.
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An important part of the TOT activities was brainstorming around
paralegals and their functions in Ukraine. According to the answers provided
by trainers, different people could act as paralegals in local communities:
social workers, teachers, librarians, priests, doctors, representatives of local
authorities, people active in the community, those who have time, ability and
desire to act as paralegals, and those who are respected in the community.
Trainers also admitted that people of certain professions should not act as
paralegals: policemen, representatives of local authorities, prosecutors,
judges, attorneys, priests, and people who are indifferent to community
problems. The results of this feedback demonstrate that there is no clear
opinion yet on who could serve as a paralegal, because there is no established
vision in the Ukrainian society of - what a paralegal does — it is indeed a brand
new concept. For example, some of the trainers named local authorities as
those who could be paralegals, and others named the authorities as those who
could not. There is the same difference of opinion as to the ability of priests to
be paralegals.

Trainers and experts advised to rename “a paralegal” as “a community
counselor”. Also, there was a set of criteria developed for the process of
selection of paralegals: ability to focus on a solvable problem, desire to bring
change in the community (that is to solve this problem), what a person can (or
would like to) do to solve this problem, what steps a person would take to
solve a problem, his/her involvement in community/NGO activities,
educational level and occupation, possibility to receive a recommendation
from an NGO. After the concluding session with trainers during the TOT, a
restriction was put on the occupational criterion. In particular, it was decided
that policemen, prosecutors, judges, attorneys and priests would not be
allowed to take part in the paralegal pilot selection.

Observations allow to state that making connections between the issues
handled enabled participants to create solidarity at that point in time, empower
trainers to be more active in own community, motivate to share knowledge.

Moreover, as a result of the discussion, there surfaced an idea to
motivate people to participate in the selection of paralegals in accordance with
trainers’ assumption of possible motivation. Therefore, there were certain
requirements listed in a call for paralegals for all groups of people who were
expected to take part in the selection process: network building, financial
literacy, and the ability to effectively focus the efforts of changing community
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life. The initial group of experts would select 30 applicants to take part in the
pilot educational programme taking all these criteria into consideration.

During the fifth step the group of experts had thoughtfully reviewed the
programme. There were a few major changes made in the course programme
with respect to the trainers' feedback expressed during the ToT.

1. The initially developed course had a lot more to do with the
“legal” knowledge. After the TOT trainers noticed that paralegals do not
need to know that much legal information since they should only
provide people with a primary advice on the most typical issues and
redirect them to a professional legal aid provider.

2. It was decided to place the review of the system of social and
legal services in the first module, right after the main legal issues, so
that paralegals know where to redirect people in case they are not able to
help.

3. Less attention would be given to the decentralization process in
Ukraine, because people in the regions are very much involved with this
issue and have first-hand knowledge of it.

4. More attention would be given to the budget processes at the
local level, and this section would be merged with the fundraising
section.

5. The scope of the “Informational safety” section would be
reduced to only online communication with coworkers and clients,
finding legal information on the internet, and online self-education. The
unit on how to configure computers and smartphones for safe work was
too difficult, and built for people who are strong users. Paralegals from
remote communities would not have a computer at home, so they need
basic user information: how to use Microsoft Office, email clients, and
do online searches. This will be an optional section, and the trainer will
re-examine the level of the group.

6. Module 2 and 3 would be swapped in order to reinforce the
logical connection between the sections dedicated to the cooperation
within the community.

7. The definitions were explained in layman terms, and a simpler
vocabulary was substituted for special terminology to make the course
less intimidating for people of various educational backgrounds.
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After the changes and reviews based on the TOT are completed, the
educational course will be structured as it is provided below in Table 2.

Table 2. The final composition of the educational programme for paralegals

Module Section Duration
1. Human rights e Basics of human rights 3 days
¢ Discrimination and minorities rights
e Basic laws
e Social and legal services in the regions
2. System e Self-organization of local communities, 3 days
changes and influence on the authorities
cooperation e Budgeting, fundraising

e Advocacy and communication
¢ Informational safety

3_. Community e Restorative justice 3 days
life e Counteraction to domestic violence
e Safety in the community

It was decided that after the selection of paralegals there will be held a
pilot training course conducted by trainers who have passed the TOT. Based on
the results of the training, each of the participants will set the goals for the next
three months in their paralegal activities to develop a network of paralegals,
strengthen legal capacity of local communities, and integrate legal and social
services in the communities.

Discussions

The most obvious finding of this analysis is that the design of the
education course for Ukrainian paralegals has made it evident that the concept
of paralegals and paralegalism as it is understood in different countries
(Berenschot & Rinaldi, 2013; Maru, 2010; Rebuta, Gregorio & Hatta, 2012) is
entirely new for Ukraine, and it is legally unregulated. This results in
misinterpretations and a dismissal of paralegalism as a brokerage of social
services. At the same time, it offers a good chance to attract multifarious
knowledge needed for the development of local communities in the country.
The study has shown that a paralegal needs basic information not only about
legal issues, but should have broader understanding and competences. Thus,
training of paralegals follows the multi-competences mode that is general for
the Ukrainian social work (Semigina & Boyko, 2014).
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The action research design and participatory approach (Bortoletto, 2017;
Gaventa & Cornwall, 2001; Reason and Bradbury, 2001; Susser, 2004) used for
this study allows us to point out that the benefits of using this course for future
paralegals could be related to its content defined by experts and trainers based
on prospective functions of such paraprofessionals. Besides, the course is
designed for specific audiences, discussed among the trainers, and the
discussion itself has also been of benefit as an ability to review the course in
action. Such a design can be used for teaching complex or brand new concepts
that require additional discussion. Parts of this course can be also applied as
separate trainings for community activists, since the course is aimed to teach
how to use instruments of community facilitation and service integration.

The findings of this study suggest that there are also some risks in the
application of this course. First of all, the team of organizers expects a good
level of understanding of community problems, but they do not know for sure
who will apply for the pilot call. The prospective trainees may have different
backgrounds, experience and skills, and the ‘average approach' may not work
for them. If the course is too difficult for paralegals they may lose motivation.

In addition, the design of the course may have influence on the results:
the course is designed in three modules with approximately a month-long break
between them, so all of the participants may not be able to take part in all of the
modules. At the same time, only participation in the whole course assures that a
person acquires all of the needed skills. It was decided to hold the course during
autumn months to reduce this risk - farmers will have finished their field work
by that time, and also, participants can choose the most suitable days for the
training. The discussions with experts and trainers provide further evidence for
the inconsistency of the Ukrainian legal regulations and legal service per se. It
is therefore likely that the paraprofessionals’ motivation to perform important
community roles as it is seen by researchers (Dugard & Drage 2013; Miriukia
& Moss, 2016; Roberts & Bowblis, 2017) may decrease, and they might drop
out of the training.

Conclusions

This study was set out to use the participatory approach in the
development of the training course for paralegals. The course is aimed to
introduce in Ukraine a completely new idea of paralegalism, a function to be
performed within local communities. The study has shown that paralegals need
not only basic knowledge in legal regulations, but a broad range of
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competences, and this reflects the complex nature of social work, even in its
paraprofessional version.

The study has somewhat improved our understanding of possible
functions of paralegals in Ukraine and the skills they would need for their
activities. So, the course that was designed from a perspective of practical
application has been thoughtfully assessed and reassessed by the practitioners.

The key strength of the study is that it supports the idea that the
application of the practical model to develop short-term social work trainings
has a number of advantages, while challenges and short-comings are mostly
associated with broader contexts. Such a design can be used for teaching
complex or brand new concepts that require additional discussion.
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Anomauin. YV  0ocniodxcenHi  npe3eHmoeaHo  npoyec — po3pooOKu
HA84anbHo20  Kypcy O napawopucmis, niompumanui  Ilpocpammoro
iniyiamueorw «llpasa nwounu ma npasocyoosy Mixcnapoonoeo ¢honoy
«Biopoooicennsn». Kypc pospobneno 6 medxcax nioxody 0o0cniodiceHus 6 Oii,
MaKum 4UHoM, 8i00ynacsa 3MiHa 8i0 NOYAMKOB020 DA4eHHs eKCnepmHoi epynu,
0a308an020 HA AHANIZI MIJNCHAPOOHOI NPAKMUKU HABUAHHS NAPAIOPUCTIB, 00
PO3YMIHHA HABYATILHO2O KYPCY 3a pe3ylbmamami 002080peHHs NPAKMUKIG, AKI
bpanu yyacmes 6 mpeHiney 05t mpeHepis. [locnioxcenns sucgimuroe yinui psao
npobnem y po3poodoyi HasuanibHo20 Kypcy O0s H00el, AKI Manms 6UKOHY8amu
HO8Y POJlb Y 2poMaodi, no cymi 6poKepis coyianbHUX NOCiye i NOCiy2e NePEUHHO20
10pUOUYHO020 KOoHcynvmysanns. Hapasi 6 Ykpaini nemae yinicnoco po3yminms
ioei disnbHocmi napailopucma 6 2pomadi, i ye BUABUIOCL BUKIUKOM OJis
PO3POOHUKIB KYPCY.

3a pesynomamamu 00CnioHceHHs 8U3HAUEHO, AK NOOYOy8amu mpeHine 0
mpenepie, gopmam AK020 0A€ MONCIUBICMb MPEHepaM, AKI HA8YAI0OMbC,
npooeMoHCmpysamu  C80i  HABUYKU ma  IHmepnpemayio  OMpPUMAaHOi
ingpopmayii. Taxuii ouzatin mModxce GUKOPUCNOBYBAMUCS Ol HAGYAHHS HOBUM
OISl CYCRIIbHO20 PO3YMIHHA KOHYenmam, sKi nompeoyoms 000amK0o8020
002080peHHS 8 X0OT HABUAHHSL.

Knwuoei cnosa: masuanvuuii Kypc, napaiopucm, coyiaibHa poboma
bpoxepcmeo nociye; epomaoad.
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