
Successful human rights education seeks to do more than pass 
on information. This fact sheet explores the learning process 
required to build the confidence and skills of individuals and 
communities to take action. 

Facilitating groups and 
human rights

FACT SHEET 4

Our Community, Our Rights is a project by Women’s Health West that 
engages refugee and migrant women in human rights based advocacy 
training and project work and promotes participation in Australian society.  

Find out more:  whwest.org.au/rights

http://whwest.org.au/rights


Enable women to identify their strengths
I have always wanted to be a part of ‘change’ that positively 
affects the lives of vulnerable women and children. This 
project has given me the opportunity of time, resources and 
fellowship of like-minded women to make it a reality. I am 
looking forward to being a part of this community group for a 
long time and effecting positive change in people’s lives. This 
workshop has also given me the opportunity ‘to be a part of’ 
something and ‘to be included’.  

Jane, from India

Self-reflection is a useful skill to develop in planning 
and implementing advocacy activities, both for project 
workers and participants. Recognising one’s self as having 
inherent worth and dignity is fundamental to human rights 
education; this is the necessary step to accepting the 
notion of universal rights for everyone. 

It’s important to facilitate collective sharing of knowledge 
and skills. Participants are likely to require facilitators 
to provide encouragement to recognise and value their 
strengths and trust their judgement and be active in making 
decisions, valuing their expertise, and valuing difference 
and diversity.  

Working with guest facilitators 
Guest facilitators, particularly from services or professions 
such as doctors, lawyers, union workers, human rights 
commission staff, police and so on, can form a valuable 
resource for participants’ learning and a connection with 
potentially intimidating institutions. Guest speakers must 
be aware of the learning needs and styles of the group. 
For example, reading from a Powerpoint presentation for 
an hour is not the best approach for a group that are not 
confident with reading English. Brief guests about specific 
group needs, relevant adult learning principles, and what 
has worked well so far with the group.  

Encourage active participation 
When you’re talking in public it is really very hard. Like you can 
talk from sitting down here easily but once you stand there… 
for me, everything disappears and my knees go wobbly! It’s 
not easy but it’s good to practise.

Hannah, from South Sudan

Adults learn more effectively when they have high 
participation and involvement in training. An active learning 
process involves: conversation with the group; activities 
that require women’s input and sharing of knowledge and 
experience; brainstorming; role plays and so on; allowing 
for discussion and questions throughout the session. 

Use plain English
Speak in simple, direct language that the group can 
understand. Using expressions that are not familiar (such as 
‘let’s touch on this’), or complicated jargon specific to your 
field, is alienating and confusing. If you have a co-facilitator, 
check with them that the conversation is understood. If they 
notice that participants do not understand what you are 
saying, it may be useful to invite the co-facilitator to jump in 
and ask a question (‘so what does…..mean?’). Don’t ask ‘do 
you understand?’ when checking with participants – it can 
be difficult to answer honestly.  Alternatively, consider asking 
a participant to summarise what has been covered so far.

Be an active listener
Give your full attention to the group. Being an active listener 
involves being aware of the subtle ways in which people 
communicate, including their expressions and how they 
acknowledge the content being discussed. It also means 
being aware of what is not being said.

Keep to time
Participants usually value a session where time 
frameworks are set, e.g. ‘you have two minutes to 
discuss this with the person sitting next to you’. Keeping 
things moving and to time helps to maintain participant 
engagement. Yet the relationship to time and time keeping 
will vary across cultures. Be aware of this in session 
planning, and build in space for flexibility.

Use examples and case studies drawn from 
the community’s own experiences
You could use stories participants have told during 
consultation as examples. This creates an immediate 
connection between the information or ‘learning’ you are 
hoping for and the lived experience of participants. It also 
communicates your interest in participants’ stories and your 
understanding of their specific needs and experiences.

Critical analysis and reflection
It is essential that the program or workshop is conducted in 
a space where women feel safe to voice their opinions and 
ask questions. Start from the beginning, by developing a 
group agreement with participants that includes respectful 
listening and maintaining confidentiality. Create space and 
time for women to form and share ideas, demonstrate 
careful listening, and deliberately link the experiences and 
problems women have with bigger questions of human 
rights and justice. These processes all enable critical 
reflection. 

Women’s experiences are central to learning
Creating a safe space for each woman to share her 
experience and locate it in a broader narrative can 
encourage her to make meaningful connections between 
broader human rights issues and her experience. 

During Our Community Our Rights, a woman shared her 
experience of not being allowed on a bus because she 
is African. After facilitated group discussion, she was 
able to locate this as an experience of racism at both an 
interpersonal and societal level.

Women’s experiences of education in their country of origin 
and their learning styles may shape how they participate 
and respond during workshops. We observed that women 
from different countries and cultures had very different lev-
els of comfort with sharing their experiences and opinions. 
We tailored activities accordingly to encourage sharing; in 
some instances, this included intentional turn-taking and in 
others quiet reflection and small group work.  

Culture and norms shape content and 
learning
It is vital to be open to diversity within any community 
group and to maintain a flexible approach. 

To understand the features of a specific culture and the 
community’s experiences, as well as the most effective 
ways to communicate and structure learning activities, 
the following questions may be useful during workshop 
planning and for guest facilitators:

Is this a predominantly verbal culture? 

Are the women literate (in their own language or 
English)? Would a conversational approach be more 
appropriate than Powerpoint presentations and text? 

Do women tend to be vocal and ask questions, or do 
they tend to be quiet and reserved? 

How were women expected to behave in a learning 
environment? 

What generally is the educational experience in this 
group (e.g. rote learning, critical thinking)?

What sorts of learning activities will work well? Or not 
work?

Have the participants had recent experiences of conflict 
in their country, lived in refugee camps, or had traumatic 
experiences in their journey to Australia? How might this 
affect learning? 

Since I am new to Australia and the Australian community, 
I would love to increase my knowledge about rights so that 
I can make a difference in my life as well as others’ lives by 
being a support to them.

Saroj, from India 

In order to facilitate human rights education well, it is important to listen, to 
understand culture and how it interacts with systems and institutions, and to 
reflexively approach curriculum and project structure. There are a range of methods 
that help to foster this kind of transformative learning: some we knew before we 
began Our Community Our Rights, others we discovered along the way.  

Transferrable principles and methods
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Useful links and references

•	 The Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission’s ‘Everyday People, 
Everyday Rights’ toolkit provides useful activities to facilitate sharing. See particularly 
‘What’s your story?’ and ‘From basic needs to rights’ [see pages 2 and 5 of link]

http://www.whwest.org.au
http://epertoolkit.com.au/files/Tool%203_Final.pdf

