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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY
Ucan2 helped to show me how I can reach my goals. And I now
know how to work in Australia. How I can get a good education.
			(Past Ucan2 participant)

BACKGROUND

THE Ucan2 PROGRAM
The Ucan2 program aims to facilitate and support the
social inclusion of newly arrived young people of refugee
backgrounds between the ages of 16 and 25 years. It has been
developed to support learning and employment pathways

The Victorian Foundation for the Survivors of Torture

that connect young people of refugee backgrounds into the

(commonly referred to as Foundation House), provides

Australian community. Ucan2 is underpinned by theory and

services to advance the health, wellbeing and human rights

evidence concerning effective ways to support recovery from

of people of refugee backgrounds in Victoria. The Ucan2

trauma, integration and successful settlement. Combining an

program is delivered by Foundation House in partnership

integrated group work program, work experience and mentors

with the Centre for Multicultural Youth (CMY), and the various

from major Australian employers, the program has been

education and employment service settings in which it is

designed to be highly relevant for young people of refugee

delivered. The program was initially developed by Foundation

backgrounds, to build their social capital and to increase their

House, in partnership with CMY and AMES Australia.

access to mainstream jobs.

Young people of refugee backgrounds face multiple

Ucan2 is delivered for one full day per week over a 16-week

challenges in engaging in education and employment.

period in educational settings, while the more recently

Ucan2 participants’ pre-arrival experiences are characterised

piloted ‘Ucan2 Active’ is delivered in a variety of sites including

by exposure to violence and loss, persecution, perpetration

employment agencies and community settings over a 10-

of human rights violations and forced displacement. Forced

week period. The complementary program elements include:

displacement typically features extreme hardship, insecurity
and prolonged uncertainty and can include protracted

•

Contextualised and experiential learning focusing

periods spent in transit countries and significant disruptions

on work skills, with opportunities for part-time work

to formal education. Ucan2 has been developed cognisant of

experience or volunteering

these experiences. It focuses on building on young people’s

•

Psychosocial support to assist with recovery from trauma

strengths, integrating their past and present experiences and

and settlement in Australia including education and

supporting their future.

employment pathway planning
•

Development of social connections and networks
through group processes that create strong connections
among the Ucan2 group, contact with host-community
volunteers, work experience placements, links to support
agencies, and access to a mentoring program and sports
participation (1).
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The Ucan2 mentoring program is run by Foundation House,

The program targets recently-arrived young people aged

in partnership with employers. On completion of the Ucan2

16-25, and the average age of Ucan2 program participants

group program, participants who would benefit from mentor

in Semester 1 2017 was 20 years. Participants had resided in

support at that time are linked with mentors to work with

Australia from 1 month (at baseline) to 19 years (median time

them one on one.

1 year, 4 months; mean time 2 years, 5 months).

Ucan2 sport was introduced in the second half of 2016 to
complement the group work program. It is offered to all Ucan2

KEY FINDINGS

group program participants.
This evaluation has demonstrated that the combined elements
Ucan2 is currently supported by funding from the Department

of the Ucan2 program effectively support young people of

of Social Services (DSS) under the Youth Transitions Support

refugee backgrounds by providing a holistic response to the

(YTS) Program. The purpose of the October 2015 grant was to

challenges they face.

“provide early intervention assistance and address barriers to
participation in education and employment that are specific

In summary (with further details provided in the following

to young humanitarian entrants and other vulnerable young

sections), evaluation findings indicate that the program:

migrants under 25”.

EVALUATION DESIGN AND QUESTIONS

•

Promotes English language learning

•

Supports engagement in education and employment

•

Increases the size and diversity of participants’ social
networks

The purpose of this mixed methods evaluation research

•

Fosters wellbeing and resilience and builds confidence

,conducted between February and October 2017, was to

•

Builds the capacity of teachers to respond to the needs

understand more precisely how Ucan2 addresses inequalities

of young people of refugee backgrounds

in training, education and employment experiences and
outcomes by providing early intervention assistance.

Ucan2 is highly valued by the young people who participated
and by the range of other stakeholders who took part in the

The key evaluation questions are:

evaluation. The qualitative findings suggest that its impacts

1.

How does participation in Ucan2 facilitate engagement

are mediated by young people experiencing increased

in education, training and employment?

confidence and associated self-efficacy. Self-efficacy has a

How does participation in Ucan2 affect social networks

powerful influence on people’s motivation and achievement

and associated access to bonding, bridging and linking

with research showing that students with high self-efficacy

social capital?

are more likely to remain engaged; persist and show greater

How has Ucan2 impacted on levels of wellbeing and

interest in learning; and have higher achievement (2).

2.

3.

resilience amongst participants?
Working in partnership to deliver the program was described
Surveys and focus groups or interviews were completed by

by stakeholder interviewees as simultaneously one of the

215 current and 132 past Ucan2 participants. Focus groups

most challenging and most rewarding aspects of the program.

and interviews were conducted with 55 current Ucan2

While developing successful partnerships took time, they

participants and 37 other stakeholders including facilitators,

were fundamental to building capacity within education and

teachers, volunteers and mentors.

employment service systems to more effectively support
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young people of refugee backgrounds. Teachers, in particular,

from the Building a New Life in Australia (BNLA) study. In

often spoke about how much they had learned from being

addition to being recently arrived, principal barriers for

part of a Ucan2 program delivery team.

newly-arrived refugees finding jobs are limited English, lack
of work experience, poor health, and limited opportunities

English language learning

for women (5). A recent report by the Centre for Policy

Teachers involved in the program in on-arrival English language

Development argues that assisting newly-arrived refugees to

education settings and Ucan2 participants themselves

transition to employment more rapidly can result in a ‘triple

frequently discussed how much the program assisted young

win’: benefitting vulnerable people, boosting the budget, and

people to acquire English language competence:

improving social cohesion (6).

The program gave them so much opportunity to voice opinions,

All stakeholder groups discussed ways in which the program

engage in discussions, do a bit of reading and writing as well,

facilitated young people’s engagement in education and

that I thought it benefited their speaking and listening so much

employment. Young people themselves firmly believed that

and we were able to move most of the class up into a level 3 after

Ucan2 supported their capacity to understand and negotiate

six months – which doesn’t always happen.

employment and education pathways.

			

(Teacher – young adult setting)
This was evidenced in the interviews and focus groups as well

Helped me with talking English and built my confidence. It

as the student surveys with over 90% of participants agreeing

taught me to be brave and talk in front of others.

or strongly agreeing that the Ucan2 program had assisted

			(Past Ucan2 participant)

them in understanding education and employment pathways
in Australia and 88% agreeing or strongly agreeing that they

Any gains in English language acquisition are likely to have

felt more confident about their own next steps in education or

considerable subsequent benefits with lack of proficiency in

employment because of the Ucan2 program.

spoken English proficiency implicated in unemployment and
lack of success in education and training (3). It is estimated

Ucan2 is an amazing program for people in our culture and

that it generally takes between 5 and 10 years for children and

many, many countries. It’s very good because so many people

young people of refugee backgrounds to acquire academic

who have come from different countries, they didn’t know how

language proficiency. The impact of Ucan2 on English

to talk to people and find friends, [or] any kind of job and study.

language learning was attributed to greater opportunities

			

(Ucan2 student focus group)

to practise speaking. It is also consistent with evidence that
trauma can inhibit learning and that interventions targeting

Young people in the program are encouraged to find part-

emotional and psychosocial functioning would be expected

time work while they continue their studies with the following

to improve language learning and academic performance (4).

quote providing an example of a success story.

Engagement in education and employment

I know that one of my students - because we had sessions on

Over 80% of those surveyed who had undertaken the Ucan2

writing a resume - once she got her resume she then walked

group program in 2016 were studying and/or working

around the local streets, the local shops, and actually got a job

when contacted in 2017 and 95% were actively engaged in

at a fish and chip shop. She was one of the really quiet students

work, study, caring responsibilities, or seeking employment.

who you thought would never do something like that. You could

These high participation rates, including 30.6% with jobs,

see that it gave people some tools, like a resume, and practising

are impressive and the evaluation suggests that Ucan2 is

talking about their skills and their strengths.

successfully targeting the factors associated with being in

			

(Teacher – young adult setting)

paid employment identified in recently released findings
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Fostering social connections, wellbeing and resilience

It gives them a safe space to open up and share their own

The most consistent theme across all topics explored in

experiences and also to hear others’ experiences which may

the interviews and all stakeholder groups was that Ucan2

be similar or quite different, but it shows them that they’re not

helped young people to develop confidence. This increased

alone in having experienced these traumatic and often terrible

confidence supported wellbeing and resilience. It was both

circumstances.

an outcome of and a contributor to development of new

			

(Teacher – young adult setting)

connections and networks and successful negotiation of
education and employment systems.
There’s the explicit side of the program that actually talks about
I wasn’t confident. Personally, I am a shy person. So, after this, I

[wellbeing] quite openly. But there’s also the other aspects which

became confident so I can have a voice. I can share my feelings.

help with their confidence and their sense of wellbeing. There’s

			

obviously the work experience… there’s also working with the

(Ucan2 student focus group)

volunteers and just connecting with other people in the
Basically, Ucan2 helped me a lot with my confidence. How I

community. And those kinds of things directly contribute to their

can get a job and also for my further studies… and also the

overall sense of who they are in Australia and help with their

volunteers helped us a lot.

settlement here as well, which I feel leads to improved resilience

			

(Ucan2 student focus group)

and so forth.
			

(Teacher – young adult setting)

Ucan2 participation was associated with a measurable
increase in resilience - a critical measure of the program’s

Quantitative and qualitative findings demonstrated that

success, particularly given the common exposure to trauma

the program was associated with an increase in social

and hardship in this population group. Resilience has been

connectedness as well as confidence to engage in a broader

identified as being responsible for positive development and

range of relationships. Ucan2 participants often spoke about

trajectories for those who have experienced adversity and is

the ways in which the program helped them learn how to

recognised as having the potential to improve educational,

connect with others. This in turn extended the impact of the

psychological, emotional and social outcomes for young

program into other parts of their lives. Participants reported

people as well as their future functioning in society as adults

greater numbers of Australian and overseas-born friends

(7).

as well as more links to relevant organisations at the end of
the program compared with the beginning. These increased

A number of interviewees discussed the ways in which Ucan2

social links were also associated with increased resilience. The

addressed the multiple challenges faced by young people of

recent addition to the program of Ucan2 sport also appears to

refugee backgrounds including a history of trauma, disrupted

be a promising mechanism for supporting social participation.

education, loss of family and social supports and settlement
stressors. The individual components of the program were
described as combining to provide a holistic response to
young people’s needs and needs and support wellbeing.
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CONCLUSION
This evaluation has demonstrated that the Ucan2 program

Ucan2 is a great opportunity for newly-arrived migrants to

effectively supports refugee-background young people by

get to know the Australian work culture, as it is so different to

providing a holistic response to the challenges they face,

work back home. It also really helped me to build my English

fostering confidence and self-efficacy, English language

language skills. Everyone should have the opportunity to do

learning,

Ucan2.

social

connectedness,

and

participation

employment and education. It is highly valued

by

in
the

			(Past Ucan2 participant)

young people who participated and by the range of other
stakeholders who took part in the evaluation. The conceptual

Combining psychosocial support, with activities to build

frameworks underpinning the Ucan2 program and this

networks and facilitate engagement in education and

evaluation indicated that creating a sense of safety and

employment was seen by interview participants as providing a

stability, developing social connections, and promoting

holistic response to challenges faced by refugee-background

active citizenship through social and economic participation

youth.

are all critical for refugee-background youth. The evaluation
findings suggest that Ucan2 is an appropriate and effective

While working in partnership to deliver Ucan2 was seen as

intervention to support recovery, successful settlement and

challenging – particularly in new sites - it was also recognized

longer term integration.

as providing many of the greatest benefits of the program
and building capacity of organisations and individuals to

Ucan2 builds participants’ confidence and resilience and

respond to the needs of young people of refugee background.

supports social integration. It directly addresses key barriers to

Evaluation findings show that Ucan2 is already having a

employment identified by the Building a New Life in Australia

significant positive impact in on-arrival English language

study, and the Centre for Policy Development’s recent report

education settings. They also suggest that Foundation House

“Settling Better” including lack of English proficiency and lack

and its delivery partners should continue to work together

of work experience (5, 6).

to refine the curriculum and adapt it to suit new settings
and sites such as mainstream high schools and employment

Additional identified barriers include gender, poor health and

services settings.

being recently arrived. Ucan2 has been shown to effectively
include women, support mental health and wellbeing and
address many of the challenges associated with being recently
arrived such as lack of social and institutional connections
and a lack of understanding of Australian systems. This was
summed up by one past participant as follows:
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