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LIFE – Legal Information for Everyone | A PLE Toolbox
Resources for lawyers and paralegals delivering Public Legal Education in Ontario

Checklist:
TIPS FOR SPEAKING TO A NEWCOMER AUDIENCE
Note: The term “newcomers” refers to new Canadians, immigrants and refugees.

• Find out as much as possible about your audience before the session – As with
any type of public legal education session, it is always recommended to touch base with the
agency contact in advance of the session to find out as much about the audience as possible
so you can develop and tailor your session to the audience’s needs. The rest of the tips in this
checklist provide guidance for some of the issues you may want to raise with the agency contact.
Remember, the agency contact is typically very familiar with the type of audience you are
anticipating. Ask him/her for effective strategies for preparing to speak to this audience.
Some additional information is provided in the tips below.

Be sensitive to the fact that legal problems can be even more intimidating
for someone who is in the midst of processes that affect his/her immigration
status – This includes avoiding asking the audience to self-identify their immigration status.
Direct legal information to all members of the family – Young people are sometimes
the best English speakers in a newcomer family. This means that they often find themselves
involved in the family’s legal issues to the extent that they have to translate and interpret important
communications (e.g. between a family member and a landlord) or make critical decisions for the
family involving legal action. Providing reliable and language-appropriate legal information to the
whole family, particularly the adults will allow the young person to step out of these legal issues and
will encourage the family to get the assistance they need.

Remember that newcomers may have had little or no contact with the Canadian
legal system – This may cause newcomers to have misconceptions about the Canadian legal
system, including beliefs that the system is corrupt or unfair, based on their knowledge and
experience with the legal system in their home country. Address these misconceptions directly
and openly in an effort to build the audience’s confidence in the Canadian legal system. Similarly,
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the people who work in the Canadian legal system may have different roles than they do in the
legal systems of newcomers’ home countries. Use reliable legal information resources, like the
Ontario Justice Education Network’s handouts about the structure of the court system and the
roles in the system (attached and found at www.ojen.ca) to provide a basic understanding of how
the Canadian legal system functions and the people who work in it.
• Prepare for an audience that does not speak English or French as their first
language – When you promote your session, may sure you specify the language that it is being
offered in. Also, check in with the agency contact about the language skills of the anticipated
audience in advance of the session. Be prepared to explain all legal and technical terms at the
start of the session to ensure the audience is able to understand and follow your presentation.
Providing a glossary of terms for the audience to take away after the session will also help
them understand and communicate these terms in the future. You can prepare for the session
by finding out more about specific language levels and visiting the website for the Centre
for Canadian Language Benchmarks (http://www.language.ca/). In addition, if you know the
primary language(s) of your audience, you can make efforts to seek out legal information in that
language. Community Legal Education Ontario offers resources in ten different languages. Visit
their website here to find out which resources are available in each language: http://www.cleo.
on.ca/en/resources-and-publications/resources-language.

Prepare a list of appropriate referrals – If you know that the primary language of your
anticipated audience is not English, try to identify any local legal clinics, lawyers and paralegals
who speak that language and bring their contact information to the session in order to make
effective referrals if asked. A list of equity-seeking legal organizations is attached. Use this list to
help find lawyers and paralegals who speak languages other than English and French or who may
otherwise be able to provide specific legal assistance.

Prepare for an audience that has varying levels of literacy – One of the barriers that
newcomers may face when trying to find legal information is low literacy levels. If you anticipate
that your audience will have low literacy, consider using different methods to deliver the content,
in addition or as alternatives to print media like pamphlets, brochures, flyers and guides. In these
situations, incorporating interactive activities, audio and video clips or demonstrating how to find
a useful website will help keep the audience engaged and following the presentation.

Be conscious of how quickly you are talking – Sometimes people will speed up their
speech, particularly when they are very knowledgeable or excited about the material or when
time is running out. However, it is difficult to follow very quick speech, especially when the
presenter is already using unfamiliar legal language. Make sure to speak slowly and clearly,
keeping in mind that this does not mean over-simplifying what you are saying.
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Incorporate easily accessible resources – Prior to the session ask the agency contact
about the audience’s anticipated access to technology and about how they tend or prefer to
collect information. This knowledge will inform what types of resources you should bring to the
session for distribution or direct the audience to during the presentation. If a specific audience
does not tend to collect public information using computers or the internet, spending half of
your session reviewing how to access court forms and information about court supports online
will not make sense or prove practical for your audience.
Present information in a culturally-sensitive and culturally-relevant way – If you
plan to incorporate stories to illustrate legal concepts, select anecdotes that are sensitive to and
appropriate for the cultures that are anticipated to be represented in the audience. If you plan
to use hypothetical scenarios, use names for the people involved that come from the cultures
represented in the audience to facilitate a connection between the audience and the material.

Invite questions from the audience regularly – Encouraging audience members to
ask questions throughout the session either orally or in writing, will help ensure that you have
addressed the audience’s misunderstandings and concerns.
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