
Karen Digital Engagement Report 

Executive Summary 
The 2020 COVID-19 restrictions highlighted a spike in disadvantage experienced amongst the 

Australian Karen community in Laverton, due to low levels of digital literacy, awareness and access, 

as many services moved online. This issue was identified by a range of local service providers 

(Laverton Community Education Centre, Wyndham Community Education Centre  and MiCare) and 

Hobsons Bay City Council teams (Community Development, Youth Services, Libraries and Laverton 

Community Hub) as they quickly adapted their programs and initiatives online due to restrictions.  

The service providers and Council teams collaborated and proposed five initiatives to support and 

build digital literacy, awareness and access within Laverton, beginning with the Laverton based 

Karen community members.  

This report captures the strengths, challenges and opportunities identified by Australian Karen 

community members in Laverton, their tutors and teachers. The Karen people are an ethnic minority 

group who originate from Burma and whose community is growing in Wyndham and Hobsons Bay. 

The Karen community began arriving in Australia as refugees from Burma and Thailand from 20031. 

Many families have settled in the suburb of Laverton, Hobsons Bay.  

With restrictions easing over November and December of 2020, an opportunity was presented to 

explore and survey the impacts and, test and validate the opportunities with Karen community 

members. Hobsons Bay City Council led this engagement revealing the fo llowing key findings.  

Laverton Karen community members: 

• see high value in being connected online and want to learn how to navigate the digital world 

• upskilled and grew in confidence through the online experience  

• are very close and interconnected, this level of trust and connection can support fast 

learning from each other 

• did not have enough or appropriate devices and hardware to connect online, relying mostly 

on mobile phones 

• did not have access to the internet, understand Wi-Fi, or able to negotiate appropriate data 

plans 

• required substantial support from young people, tutors and teachers – who in turn need 

support, acknowledgement and resources to do this  

• experienced intersecting disadvantages due to no, or low English proficiency, low reading 

and writing Karen language proficiency and lack of experience navigating the Australian 

education system. 

After listening to community members, teachers and tutors, the following next steps are 

recommended for service providers and Council teams: 

1. Apply for funding to purchase and distribute laptops, printers and scanners for the 

community to keep, not borrow or loan. 
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2. Investigate and advocate for the employment of a Bi-cultural worker to be a Digital Assistant 

at Laverton Community Hub. The purpose of this role would be to assist both community 

members directly, collaborate and work in partnership with local service provides, and work 

closely with multiple stakeholders across Council. 

3. Run a program of community workshops (with complimentary material) delivered by 

independent experts and a Bi-cultural worker or interpreters at Laverton Community Hub 

that covers a range of topics including: logging onto devices, how the internet and Wi-Fi 

works, email, mobile data plans, how to choose an internet provider, different online 

platforms. 

4. Extend the Wi-Fi radius at the community centres/libraries and promote this to the 

community with clear instructions on how it works and how to access it.  

5. Set up a Be Connected volunteer program at Laverton Community Hub between young 

people and older people of the Laverton Karen community where young people are given 

the training and support to teach older people how to get online and navigate the digital 

world. This needs to be limited to 1 hour of the young person’s time per week and the young 

person needs to be recognised for this formal volunteering role. People need to be matched 

to converse in the same language. 

It is anticipated that this work will ensure smoother and better outcomes for these community 

members should restrictions return, as well as delivering future positive social, health and 

employment outcomes. Many of the service provider’s current and future program’s success will 

benefit from building capacity within the community to being digitally literate, aware and 

connected.  

Engagement process – who have we listened to? 

Hobsons Bay City Council Multicultural Officer and Youth Services Officer met and listened to: 

Who Age / Grade Medium Supported by Number 

Laverton Karen school 

students 

Grades 6 and 12 Online Cooking class a Bi-cultural worker 

from MiCare 

4 

Laverton Karen school 
students 

Grades 6 and 10 Online Homework Club a Bi-cultural worker 
from MiCare 

8 

Laverton Karen Adult 

students and their 
families 

Aged between 5 

and 90 years 

Adult Migrant 

Education (AMEP) and 
Skills for Employment 

and Education (SEE) 
program 

a Bi-cultural worker 

from Wyndham 
Community Education 

Centre. 
 

26 

Teachers and Tutors Aged between 18 

and 80 

AMEP and SEE classes, 

the Student Homework 
Club and the Adult 

English Conversation 

Club programs 

Hobsons Bay Libraries, 

Laverton Community 
Education Centre and 

MiCare 

6 

Total    44 

 

Adult students, young people, school students, tutors and teachers experienced things differently. 

They all expressed significant goodwill towards each other’s efforts and support,  and desire to be 

connected to the digital world. English language proficiency was a challenge when engaging with the 

Adult students and it was crucial to engage a bi-cultural worker to support the engagement process. 

Engagement with young people was done online and presented different challenges as young people 



often only had access to mobile phones (small screen and limited functionality) and were not always 

comfortable turning their cameras on.  

The engagement was limited to young people that were online and adult students, tutors and 

teachers connected to these programs. Many young people attend the local Laverton College. The 

teachers and staff at Laverton College were invited to participate in the engagement but did not 

respond in time for this report. It is recommended that Laverton College is invited to be part of 

design and implementation of these initiatives given the notable support their staff provided to 

students during the restrictions. Some people brought other household and family members to the 

online and face to face engagements to share their experiences also. However, we were unable to 

capture all Laverton Karen community member’s experiences and voices.  

We also met online with the Homework Club to talk about the findings, recommendations and how 

it was to be part of this engagement process. The young people advised that is was good to be 

listened to but will be most interested when they see these initiatives happening.  

What key challenges were identified? 

Getting online and connected. 

About 25% of the adults in the AMEP and SEE classes did not manage to get online. Their teachers 

spent lot of time on phone calls throughout the Melbourne lockdowns to provide lots of support to 

transition the adult students. Adult students sought help from family and children also.  

“I didn’t do it online because I couldn’t work out how to do it, so my teacher sent 

me all the work by paper” – Adult student 

“We got send the work and the teacher would call, but we didn’t know how to do 

it and didn’t know how to ask for help” – Adult student 

“I only had my husband and he doesn’t understand either” – Adult student 

“It was a big push by everyone to get online” - Teacher 

Many of these adult students didn’t transfer these skills to other online opportunities such as 

internet banking, parent/ teacher meetings, health and wellbeing programs or government support 

services such as Centrelink. 

“We only do online with a teacher, apart from that we don’t know how to use it” 

– Adult student 

Many of the young people’s siblings, friends and cousins did not manage to get online. This meant 

people were left behind and missed out on opportunities to connect, grow and learn.  

“My cousin’s internet doesn’t work so she can’t join the homework club.”  

Homework Club Student 

Young people spent a lot of time helping their siblings and parents get online. They had to navigate a 

lot of different websites and forms including, Centrelink, online banking, emails and teacher and 

adult class meetings.  

“It was so hard; I had no idea what to do. I just had to search online and hope it 

was reliable” Child of AMEP adult student 



“Because I didn’t know how to do any of it, I asked my children to help me do it” – 

Adult student 

Supporting parents and having enough devices was one of the biggest challenges young people 

identified.  

Access to devices, equipment and internet. 

Initially most of the AMEP adult students had a phone to use to get online but did not know how to 

get the internet on their phone. Some young people have iPads, but not laptops. Most people did 

not have printers or scanners to support their learning needs. 

“I have 5 sisters and we couldn’t all get online. The school helped me. They gave 

me laptop.” Homework Club student 

Many young people had to share with siblings and by the time it was their turn, the power on the 

device had been used up. 

St Vincent de Paul handed out 10 laptops to students in Laverton which was helpful, but it appears 

more are needed. Some students said it was embarrassing to ask the school for help, but they did it 

anyway. 

Intersecting challenges of diverse platforms, language and institutionalised education.  

There were many different platforms that community members had to learn quickly (Zoom, Webex, 

MS teams and more) which caused further confusion and exhaustion.  

“We forgot to log on or which class was happening at that time.” Young person 

from online Cooking Class. 

Young people would like the option to choose both online and face to face 

programming and schooling. 

“The hardest thing was doing schoolwork online and not getting a break from 

anything.” Homework Club Student  

“It was mentally draining – because all my kids couldn’t attend school” – Adult 

student 

This challenge intersected with people’s levels of English proficiency, written language proficiency 

and navigating the Australian education system. Most adult students identified that they do not 

know how to read or write in Karen and many had participated in an institutionalised education 

system prior to arriving in Australia. 

What strengths were identified? 
People see the value in being online and connected 

90% of the Adult students advised they would like to be online and connected. This included being 

able to do online banking, connect with family and friends overseas, do online cooking and fitness 

classes and being able to apply for jobs in the future.  

“I want to do my banking online and pay my bills online.” - Adult student 

“Being online will help me apply for jobs.” – Adult student 



Homework club students do other things online now like watching movies, YouTube and listening to 

the music they like. In homework club, students do crosswords, play games, do book reviews and 

yoga. Students identified that being supported to get online led them to an increase in literacy, 

health and wellbeing and leisure opportunities available to them, especially during the Melbourne 

lockdowns.  

“I enjoy learning new online stuff.” 

“I watch cartoons.”  

“I don’t have to travel to get to places to do these things.”  

“I like listening to my music and having a quiet space from everyone els e.” 

Tutors and teachers identified other opportunities for connection.  

“Our local choir went online during the restrictions and it was wonderful  to stay 

connected and sing together still. We have missed hearing the beautiful voices of 

the Karen Laverton Community Choir as they weren’t online.” Tutor 

People upskilled and grew in confidence through the online experience 

Laverton Community Education Centre Teachers and English Conversation Club tutors noted that 

some of the adult students and participants who were very quiet in face to face settings previously, 
found new confidence and spoke more in the online setting.  

“The students were more engaged online and less distracted by things happening 

around them.” - Tutor  

“Doing it online felt more face to face, I could see who was and wasn’t 

participating” – Tutor  

One teacher noted a gendered difference in the online setting.  

“Women seemed to be coming of out their shells more, spoke more and were 

more animated, it was great to get to know them better” – Teacher 

The young people expressed that persistence, regular use, practice and teaching others in their 

households led to ease and confidence.  

“At first going online was hard, but we had to use it every day, so it got easier.” 

Young person from online Cooking Class. 

Community is very interconnected   

The Laverton Karen community is very close and interconnected. This level of trust and connection 

can support fast learning from each other.  

“Lots of my students have helpers and friends within the community. People they 

trust and can go to.” – Teacher 

Testing and validating proposals 
Local service providers devised 5 key proposals to assist with digital awareness, connection and 

literacy. We tested and validated these with the Laverton Karen participants. Exploring if they were 

relevant, practical, adaptable and most of all whether they would be useful. We also asked for 



additional ideas and if participants would be interested in co-designing these proposals or other 

ideas. 

1. Be Connected 

Be Connected is a program where young people are upskilled and supported to volunteer their time 

to teach adults how to use devices, connect to the internet and use different online platforms. 

Hobsons Bay Libraries have delivered this program with local High School students and older people 

in the community before. Hobsons Bay UP Youth Services are interested in setting this up within 

Laverton as it aligns with their Communities That Care and Digital Switch projects. 

This proposal was supported by adult students, teachers, tutors and young people.  

Most of the adult students said that this program would benefit them, and they would participate, 

especially if the person knows how to speak their language.  

“It would be good if they can speak our language so we can understand them” – 

Adult student 

The adult students advised that this program should be located at the Laverton Community Hub 

rather than at a local High School as the Hub is comfortable, accessible and known to them.  

“For me I will already ask my children to teach me and help me. But they cannot 

read so it is hard for them to teach me”. – Adult student 

“It would be really good, because when we have someone to support us, we learn 

more” – Adult student 

60% of the young people engaged, were interested in teaching adults through the Be Connected 

program. Young people identified that volunteering for one hour per week was manageable. Being 
upskilled, recognised for this volunteering and gaining experience were all important features. It was 

noted that tensions can form easily in households so setting up a formal intergenerational and 

supported volunteering program outside of the household was appealing to young people and 
adults. 

 

2. Digital Assistant 

Laverton Community Education Centre and Laverton Community Hub suggested establishing a 

skilled and trusted person at Laverton Community Hub 3 – 5 days per week to assist with digital 

troubleshooting. This person would have regular days and times they were available to community 

members to assist with connecting and navigating things online.  

The adult students expressed a huge interest in this and advised that they would feel comfortable 

approaching this person at Laverton Community Hub. 

“It would be really helpful” – adult student 

“At home I worry about if I press the wrong thing it might become a huge 

problem, and because of that I ask my children to do it” – adult student 

“If we could have a mentor or tutor at the Laverton Community Hub that would 

be good.” - adult student 



The tutors and teachers agreed that this proposal would be very beneficial to developing digital 

literacy. Both adult students, teachers and tutors advised that a bi-cultural worker was key to the 

success of this proposal. 

 “…great to have the staff member who is a Karen person who is upskilled and 

approachable.” – Tutor  

“with your digital assistant, I wonder whether it would be great to have a Karen 

staff member to be the digital assistant; which will make the Karen community 

feel more comfortable.” – Tutor 

50% of the young people supported the Digital Assistant proposal. When asked, only one young 

person had ever been to Laverton Community Hub before and the rest did not have a strong 

connection to the space.  

 

3. Extending Wi-Fi 

Laverton Community Hub and Altona Meadows Library currently have free Wi-Fi within their 

facilities. A proposal to extend this to a 10-metre radius around each building would increase access 

to free internet for community, even when facilities are closed (due to restrictions or other).  

50% of the adult students did not know what Wi-Fi was and were not aware that Laverton 

Community Hub had free Wi-Fi. 

90% of the young people supported the proposal to extend the free Wi-Fi. One asked that it be 
extended to all of Laverton. Most students didn’t know there was free Wi-Fi at Laverton Community 

Hub. 50% advised that their family members would use it, if it was extended.  

 “The WIFI is really slow, so I like this idea” Young person from online Cooking 

Class. 

“Definitely, it would be very useful if we knew how to connect to the internet. If 

we can look up something our teacher says it would be really good” – adult 

student 

“We found we had people coming up to the library windows while they were 

closed to access the WIFI” – Tutor  

4. Funded Digital Resources 

Laverton Community Education Centre proposed the purchase of laptops and iPads to be stationed 

at Laverton Community Hub and loaned to community through the Hub to increase access to  

suitable devices for community and students. Hobsons Bay Libraries team are setting up a similar 

loan program at the libraries currently.  

The adult students identified that only 3 of them have a library card and membership. Interpreting 

the concept of a loan system was challenging, and it was not clear if this would be a viable option for 

community members. 

“No we don’t have a library card because we don’t go to the library” – adult 

student 

“If the laptops were at the Laverton community hub – that would be easier for us 

to get from there rather than anywhere else” – adult student 



The adult students identified that provision of devices need to be complimented with skill and 

capacity building proposals.   

 “If we took home the laptop, we wouldn’t know how to use it, no one is there to 

show us”- adult student 

“A computer would be better, a phone is hard.” – adult student 

None of the young people supported the idea of renting / loaning a device from Laverton 

Community Hub or Altona Meadows Library. The young people didn’t advise why, just that they 

would not use this proposal. 

Both young and adult students identified that they did not have printers or scanners in their homes, 

or access to these easily. This presented big challenges during the restri ctions. They recommended 

these be included in any king of device purchasing. 

5. Community workshops 

A program of community workshops delivered by experts at Laverton Community Hub that covers a 

range of topics including: logging onto devices, how the internet  and Wi-Fi works, email, mobile data 

plans, online platforms. 

50% of the adult students advised they would attend these workshops and bring their families and 

friends, if they had: 

• access to appropriate devices, 

• an interpreter, and  

• the workshops complimented their other learning classes. 

“If the sessions didn’t clash with our other learning classes”  – adult student 

“Having an interpreter would be really, really good” – adult student 

The tutors and teachers noted that the workshops would be effective in upskilling the broader 

support network. 

 “…we need to upskill a household unit, not just one person. Setting up an 

environment where there are multiple supports around them who can help.” – 

Tutor  

30% of young people were interested in the workshops for community and said their family 
members would attend.  

“the workshops need to show people how to set up phone plans and choose a 

company” – Young person from Homework Club  

One parent advised that she would love for all these trainings/teachings, so she can then help her 

children also. If community receives the training or skills, they can then be there to support their kids 

in the online world also.  

Ideas proposed by community members 
Only one additional idea was proposed during the engagement sessions. A tutor recommended 

creating a troubleshooting diagram for students to take home and use when they are online.  This is 

a proposal worth exploring further that could compliment some of the other proposals also.  



Further recommendations 
It is recommended that service providers and council teams engage the Australian Karen Foundation 

for further support in implementing these proposals.  

https://australiankarenfoundation.org.au/  
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