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School Lawyering Project
 An innovative model that
engages young early home
leavers (aka kids who are couch
surfing) in their school
environment
 In partnership with The Grange
P–12 College and Warringa Park
School, two of the most
disadvantaged public schools in
Melbourne
 School lawyer is onsite at The
Grange and is embedded in the
‘School Community’

• Tenancy legal services for women facing eviction into homelessness
• Built in social work support – up to three months of intensive case
management
• Outreach to a library, including a children’s librarian
• The aim is to prevent evictions into homelessness through a
combination of legal representation and social work support

Case study – Michelle
• 16 in year 11. High achieving student and
wants to get into university and become an
accountant
• Lives with her mother, father and younger
brothers
• Father is an alcoholic and for years has used
physical violence against her and her mother
• Mother suffers from mental illness and has
been a victim of his abuse for nearly 20 years
• Spends nights sleeping at her friend’s house,
some nights at her grandmother’s house and
works late

1. Hidden homelessness – young
people who couch surf
• ‘The new face of youth
homelessness’ and ‘homeless under
a roof’
• Lack safe, secure housing and move
frequently between temporary
living arrangements
• Have issues accessing Centrelink
• Often due to family violence, drug
& alcohol abuse, mental illness or
overcrowding

‘You're not on the streets, but you’re homeless
in the fact that [where you’re staying] isn’t
yours. You haven't got any rights on it, and at
any point, somebody can tell you to go. You
don't know how long you're there for; it could
be a day, it could be a week’ (Rita)

1. Hidden homelessness –
women
Persistent stereotypes of who
experiences homelessness and
why
 Family violence is the
most common cause of
homelessness
 44% of people
experiencing homelessness
in Australia are women
 18,000 homeless
Australians are under 12

1. Hidden homelessness – women

‘Domestic and family violence are a major reason why
women and children need to leave their homes in Australia.
When they do so, they almost inevitably become poorer
and their housing conditions deteriorate as they struggle to
access private rental accommodation or public housing
where, in both cases, demand is far greater than available
supply’.*

*Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute, Homelessness Prevention for Women and Children
Who Have Experienced Domestic and Family Violence: Innovations in Policy and Practice (June
2011) 4

Case study – Paula
 32 years old, three
children
 Homeless at 17 because of
family violence
 Recent breakdown of
violent marriage
 First time renter
 Works part time
 Anxiety and depression
 Health problems
 Behind in rent and facing
eviction

2. Why traditional outreach doesn’t
work – young people
• Don’t identify as homeless
• Turn to informal sources of
help/shelter in a crisis
• Informal sources of help (aka
couch providers) are also
hidden/unknown/ignored
• Overall distrust for authorities
• NEED AN EARLY
INTERVENTION STRATEGY

2. Why traditional outreach doesn’t work
– women at risk
• Don’t identify a risk of ‘homelessness’
• Barriers to accessing traditional outreach
services
• Often first time renters if fleeing long-term
violent relationship
• Don’t identify eviction as a legal problem
→ Focus on early intervention to prevent
women and kids entering homelessness =
tailored outreach services that combine legal
representation + intensive casework support

3. Preventative, collaborative and
engaging approaches
• Trying to prevent early home leavers
from:
• Entrenched or long term
homelessness & long-term
housing insecurity
• Justice system involvement
• Unemployment

• Onsite school lawyer embedded in the
School Community
• Provide legal advice and
representation, referral and education
(also to parents/guardians and family)

3. Preventative, collaborative and
engaging approaches
• Work in an integrated partnership with
the ‘School Community’ = teachers,
school wellbeing coordinators, social
workers, Principal’s office and Koori
worker
• Broader School Community = Working
with parents/guardians and families
(clinic offered to parents), police youth
workers, Reconnect (DHS), drug and
alcohol workers, autistic workers,
housing & welfare
• Build Trust and don’t judge
• No technical legal language
• Dress …

3. Preventative, collaborative and
engaging approaches
• Library – mainstream service rather than a
specialist homelessness service
• Building new relationships – dedicated
‘stakeholder engagement’
• Reminding people about the service and what
we do (newsletter)
• ‘Legal health check’ – increasing awareness of
legal issues and when to refer
• The magic weapon – our social worker
• Integration of legal and social work
professionals
• Helps build trust and rapport and helps
address underlying causes of imminent
homelessness

3. Preventative, collaborative and engaging approaches

‘I can breathe easy knowing they did an excellent job and I
can now move on with my life without this problem
hanging over my head ... also knowing I did nothing wrong
to deserve what I went through and they helped me to get a
great outcome in the end’.*

*Women’s Homelessness Prevention Project client

4. The model in action – results and outcomes
Michelle
• Lawyer advised on Family Violence, intervention orders (IVOs), DHS, Youth
Allowance and housing options
• Lawyer and School Wellbeing Coordinator:
• Made a safety plan for Michelle while her father still resided at home
• Organised to pick up her laptop and some personal belongings from
home (with help from her aunty)
• Organised with her teacher for an extension to do her SAC and for her
to receive “special consideration” for the remainder of the school year
• School helped Michelle with food/transport and washing. Michelle was
also referred to welfare agency and local youth food bank
Lawyer made an application for a family violence IVO on Michelle’s behalf and
Michelle received an interim order. Father left the home.

4. The model in action – results and outcomes
• 3 − 4 secondary school students per week speak to me about
physical and/or sexual violence experienced in the home
• At least approximately 100 children at any one time are known
to be couch surfing at the Grange
Systematic issues/policy …
• Illegibility of Youth Allowance for couch surfers
• Possessions (clothes/personal items) left at family home or at
couch provider’s home
• Fines (especially Department of Transport)

4. The model in action – results and
outcomes
Paula
• Lawyers negotiated a repayment plan with the
real estate agent
• Social worker arranged:
• emergency meeting with the local housing
access point
• private rental brokerage ($900)
• financial counsellor to help with future
budgeting
• food vouchers, warm clothing for the kids
and help with school costs
• a mental health care plan
• Paula has remained in the property with a 2 year
lease and arrears repaid
• Retained employment

4. The model in action – results and
outcomes
 17 women assisted since April; 10 of the
tenancies have been saved; 2 ended (crisis
minimised); others ongoing
 47 kids in total
 All of the 17 women have a history of
family violence and a diagnosis of
depression and anxiety
 The biggest risk to our clients’ tenancies is
arrears (70%)
 Nine out of 17 women are in private rental;
5 in public housing; and 3 in community
housing

4. The model in action – results and outcomes
Preventable evictions of vulnerable people into
homelessness happen too easily
Without legal representation and social work support,
it’s highly likely that the majority of our 17 clients and
their 47 children would have been evicted

5. Findings – what works … and what doesn’t
• Work as part of the School Wellbeing Team and with the whole School
Community (c.f office down the hall)
• Provide legal services to young couch surfers within their ‘comfort zone’
– For example, at school and sometimes with multiple friends attending the
interview (generally sussing out whether lawyer can be trusted)
• Must build relationship of trust with young couch surfer first

• In some cases, couch surfing is the best solution for a young person – For
example, this will often be the case if both parents/guardians are violent (or
if single parent is violent)
• Conflicts of Interest – For example conflicts between students (i.e.
bullying) or with schools (i.e. discrimination complaints)

5. Findings – what works … and what
doesn’t
• Dedicated relationship building – even with a
great service model, you need to be persistent in
your engagement
• Not all tenancies will be able to be saved …
but in most cases the crisis can be softened
(although not eliminated)
• The model works – the combination of
expertise that lawyers and social workers can
provide is a successful model for preventing
evictions
• We need to focus on prevention – prevention
is a critical component of addressing the
homelessness crisis and innovative, integrated
legal services can play an important role in this
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