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Abstract
Since 1975, the Legal Studies Program (LSP) of the Faculty of Extension at the University of Alberta has practiced forms of community engagement in developing its education programs and fulfilling its research mandate. In 1999, the Director of the LSP became one of the co-principal research directors in a SSHRC-sponsored Community/University Research Alliance. The purpose of the research program is to bring together key academics and representatives of the justice community to identify barriers to communication and effective ways of overcoming those barriers. This is the first time such a cross-section of the justice community has worked together to address the challenges it faces. 

In managing the research partnerships, the research team is nurturing a national network of organizations that has the potential to transform the way civil justice is experienced in Canada. Key elements in developing the partnership and moving it towards a network include selecting initial partners, achieving their substantive “buy-in”, engaging them effectively in the research process, and providing them with opportunities to articulate and advance other issues of interest.

This paper examines the process of developing that research partnership and early efforts to use the partnership as the foundation for a national civil justice network. It will compare this experience with other partnerships and networks in which the LSP has participated to highlight the role that collaboration can play in carrying on the activist tradition of university continuing education.


Introduction
Partnerships and networking are in vogue these days. Much of the impetus for adopting collaborative strategies comes from the financial crunch that most organizations face. They simply cannot go it alone. University continuing educators are not exempt from this reality. Many units are using partnerships to improve their competitive edge in the adult education marketplace. By way of contrast, the Legal Studies Program (LSP) Originally the Legal Resource Centre. at the Faculty of Extension at the University of Alberta uses partnerships to carry on the social activist traditions of university continuing education.

In 1999, the Director of the LSP became one of the co-principal research directors in a SSHRC-sponsored community-university research alliance. The purpose of the research program is to bring together key academics and representatives of the justice community to identify barriers to communication and effective ways of overcoming those barriers. This is the first time such a cross-section of the justice community has worked together to address the challenges it faces. 

In managing the research partnerships, the research team is nurturing a national network of organizations that has the potential to transform the way civil justice is experienced in Canada.  Key elements in developing the partnership and moving it towards a network include selecting initial partners, achieving their substantive “buy-in,” engaging them effectively in the research process, and providing them with opportunities to articulate and advance other issues of interest.

This paper examines the process of developing a community/ university research alliance and using it as the foundation for a broader, national issue-based network. It will compare this experience with other partnerships and networks in which the LSP has participated to highlight the role that partnerships and networks can play in undertaking activist forms of university continuing education.
Background
The LSP provides non-credentialed, informal opportunities for the public to learn about our justice system. It does so through the development of a variety of services and resources. Most of the LSP’s work takes place in collaboration with other information, education, and service providers. Librarians, teachers, and a variety of other professionals as well as a host of organizations serve as intermediaries between the LSP and the thousands of Canadians who benefit from its services. The LSP provides training and resources to assist those intermediaries in their work. In some instances, the LSP has been directly involved in the formation of networks and ultimately the formalization of those networks into incorporated associations. 

The LSP adopted this strategy of working with intermediaries to achieve two ends. First, it enabled the LSP to capitalize on the knowledge and expertise of those intermediaries in serving their constituencies. Second, it enabled the LSP to access the networks of those intermediaries to meet the needs of as many people as possible and to reach those who might need legal information most but who are particularly hard to identify or to serve directly. The result of this strategy has been the development of a loosely coupled network of networks that the LSP turns to as appropriate from initiative to initiative. These networks have also proven to be a relatively safe environment in which the LSP has been able to initiate relationships and test the potential of organizational partnerships. 
Partnering for social change
Educating the public about the Canadian justice system was a radical idea when it was first introduced in the late 1960s and early 1970s. For more information on the early years of public legal education in Canada see L. Gander, The Radical Promise of Public Legal Education in Canada (LL. M., University of Alberta, 1999) [unpublished]. It was a direct challenge to the apparent monopoly that lawyers have on legal knowledge. Proponents of this innovative form of legal service argued that the public was entitled to know their own laws and that knowledge of the law would help people avoid becoming involved in legal problems, would help them see that their problems had legal remedies and seek legal help, and, in general, increase public involvement in and support for the legal system. Law-related education in the schools was promoted as a way of cultivating citizenship and critical thinking skills. See R. Case, On the Threshold: Canadian Law-Related Education (Vancouver: Centre for the Study of Curriculum and Instruction, University of British Columbia, 1985) for a discussion of the development of law-related education in Canada and W. Cassidy, "Law Related Education - Promoting Awareness, Participation and Action" in D. Selby & T. Goldstein eds., Weaving Connections: educating for peace, social and environmental justice (Toronto: Sumach Press, 2000) for a discussion of some of the reasons for the decline in teaching of law in schools. The rebuttal to these arguments was that “a little knowledge is a dangerous thing.” Over time, that has proven to be ill-founded and public legal education (PLE) has become an accepted part of the Canadian legal landscape. For more information on the current state of public legal education see L. Gander, "The Changing Face of Public Legal Education in Canada" (2003) 6 News & Views on Civ. Just. Reform [in press]. 

One of the early proponents and providers of PLE, the Legal Studies Program has been active in developing the theory and practice of a form of education that is truly lifelong. Over the 30 years or so of its existence, the LSP has been involved in providing everything from puppet shows to elementary school students; professional training to librarians, teachers, native court workers, and staff of inner city agencies; to web services for seniors. 

Part of the work of developing this field has been to support the formation of provincial and federal PLE associations: the Public Legal Education Network of Alberta For more information about PLENA visit its web site at www.plena.org.  and the Public Legal Education Association of Canada. The PLEAC web site is hosted on the web site of the Public Legal Education Association of Canada and can be found at http://www.plea.org/aboutplea/aboutplea.htm. Both began first as informal networks, then matured into incorporated associations. In addition to serving as active members of these associations, the LSP’s role during the first 20 years or so of both organizations was to provide the secretariat support needed to keep membership records and minutes of meetings, send out notices and newsletters, and file corporate returns. More recently, the LSP helped to organize a national Youth Justice Education Partnership, For information on this organization, see its web site at ww.extension.ualberta.ca/youthjustice/. providing similar secretariat support services to that organization.

The LSP has also been involved with a variety of community organizations in addressing serious social problems. The work it has done with respect to the problem of domestic violence serves to highlight how its partnerships have supported education for social change. See H. Roberts, "Public Legal Education and Community Development" (1983) 6 Canadian Community Law Journal 36 and H. Roberts, "Public Legal Education and Community Development" (1983) 6 Canadian Community Law Journal 36 for a discussion of other ways in which PLE supports social change.
VIOLET: Women, Violence and the Net
In 1997 the LSP became involved with an ad hoc committee of organizations interested in developing online resources dealing with spousal abuse. The resulting project, VIOLET, was a  truly collaborative venture, involving eight women’s shelters, the Alberta Council of Women’s Shelters, and four funders. The Alberta Law Foundation, the Muttart Foundation, the Office of Learning Technologies, and Status of Women.  Academic support was provided by the Faculty of Extension. 

The project included 
•	a review of the literature addressing trends in information and learning theory, particularly as it affects adult learners, women learners and web-based learning; 
•	the development of a woman-friendly safe online space for accessing legal information important for women in abusive relationships; 
•	the acquisition of public access terminals in women’s shelters, and 
•	training of shelter workers.  In 1999 this project was awarded a CAUCE Program Award of Excellence. For more information on this initiative see S. S. Sy & K. Anderson, VIOLET: Learning on the Net (Edmonton: Legal Studies Program, Faculty of Extension, University of Alberta, 1999).  
More recently, VIOLETForum has been added to the web site providing a virtual discussion room for those interested in developing an online community. 

VIOLET attracted almost 60,000 visitors in 2002 and VIOLETForum convened a formal conference on the gendered nature of spousal abuse that has lead to ongoing relationships among participants.
RoseNet
One of the findings of the VIOLET consultation process was that there was a need for a web site that dealt with the particular needs of abused immigrant women. RoseNet was begun in 2000 to address that need. Using a participatory action research approach, LSP staff met with practitioners experienced in working with immigrant women who were experiencing spousal abuse. The LSP provided these intermediaries with an orientation to the internet while eliciting their information and technological needs. Again this project was collaboratory, involving immigrant serving agencies and a new funder. The Alberta Human Rights, Citizenship and multiculturalism Education Fund contributed to the development of RoseNet as did the Alberta Law Foundation.  By 2002, the RoseNet site was being accessed by over 35,000 visitors. For more information on this initiative see S. S. Sy & K. Anderson, The Community Development Process of RoseNet (Saskatoon: 2000)

Like VIOLET, RoseNet has lead to spin off projects including an initiative to develop strategies that enable multicultural communities to participate in online consultations organized by governments and to organize their own consultations. Another funder has become involved in this project. This project was recently funded by Canadian Heritage and will also be directed by San San Sy.
OakNet: Older Adults Knowledge Network
OakNet is the third in the LSP’s suite of domestic violence services. www.oak-net.org Its goal is to provide online legal information and educational resources for use by seniors, service providers, health care professionals, friends and families of seniors. OakNet also introduces seniors to the internet and facilitates the development of a community of seniors helping seniors. In this instance, a fledgling organization, the Edmonton Lifelong Learning Association, hosted by the Faculty of Extension played a key role in linking the LSP to interested seniors. Other organizations that serve seniors also participated in the project. 

Again, the initial project lead to a spin-off. In this case, the second project enabled the LSP to develop electronic FAQs Frequently Asked Questions that were reproduced as a booklet which has been distributed to seniors’ agencies across the province. A seventh funder joined in supporting this project. The Department of Justice Canada funded this component of OakNet. The OakNet web site was funded chiefly by the Alberta Law Foundation.

Although each of these was a discrete project involving different partners, the partners share in the success of all the services. Bound by a common interest in reducing domestic violence as well as in using the internet to address this social problem, partners from all three projects joined to celebrate the official launch of OakNet in April 2003.

These projects are typical of the approach the Legal Studies Program takes to collaborating with communities of interest and a range of funders in addressing pressing social issues. In addition to meeting acute legal information needs of individuals, these projects contribute to the equitable participation in the legal system of marginalized individuals and communities of interest. They also contribute to the development of the infrastructures of these communities by increasing their capacities to make effective use of new communications technology in serving the needs of their constituents and in participating in the development of social policy.

With over 30 years experience in networking and partnering, the LSP has learned a number of practical lessons. First, be careful with whom you partner and what you partner to do. Choosing a partner is at least as important and as complex as choosing a new staff member. It is not enough that prospective partners have complementary expertise and objectives. They must be able to develop and maintain good working relationships.
 
In the case of networks, members must share a common vision of the network, they must see concrete benefit to belonging to it, the network must have sound leadership, and it must enjoy sufficient secretariat support to meet the network’s record-keeping and communication needs. Both partnerships and networks are expensive in time and commitment.
		
In most of these instances, the LSP was involved with partners that brought existing networks to the collaboration or with networks that lead to partnerships. Only recently did the LSP become involved in a partnership that had as one of its objectives, the creation of a network.
The Civil Justice System and the Public research project
In 1999, the Canadian Forum on Civil Justice (CFCJ) initiated a project to study the state of communication between the public and the civil justice system with a view to finding ways to increase public involvement in the system. For a more complete description of the study see L. Gander, J. Ross et al., The Canadian Civil Justice System and the Public (Auckland: The Open Polytechnic of New Zealand and The Research Centre for Business Law, The University of Auckland, 2001). The study is particularly motivated by a desire to improve public participation in the reform of the administration of civil justice in this country. 

Funded jointly by the Alberta Law Foundation and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council’s Community/University Research Alliance (CURA), the project brings together, for the first time, partners who share a concern for civil justice reform but have been separated by geography, jurisdiction and discipline. Participants come from academia, the judiciary, the legal profession, court administration, community organizations, public legal education agencies and the public. Through this project, they will acquire practical knowledge, share best practices, and conduct research. In so doing, they will develop mechanisms to facilitate ongoing consortium-building and research. Like other CURA projects, the project will also enable undergraduate and graduate students to work collaboratively with community and academic partners so as to improve research skills and gain experience that will increase future job opportunities; and enrich university curricula and teaching through the development of educational resource. On the longer term, the project will promote sharing of knowledge and expertise among members of the community involved in court administration, academics, court users and the general public and in so doing reinforce collaborative decision-making and problem-solving capacities. One of the intended outcomes of the project is the development of an ongoing network of agencies that represent the cross-section of players involved in Canada’s civil justice system.

This research project adopts the widely accepted belief that there are significant barriers to public access to the justice system. It is expected that improving the ability of the civil justice system to speak, to hear, and to respond to the public will improve public access to the system. It is a premise of this study that improved two-way communication between the public and the system will build and sustain public trust and lead to meaningful, sustainable, civil justice reforms. This issue is discussed in Systems of Civil Justice Task Force Report (Ottawa: Canadian Bar Association, 1996) at 17 and 19-20.

One of the keys to the success of this research project is the development of effective partnerships within the legal and academic communities and with agencies representing sectors of the public that interact with the system. These partnerships operate at several levels. First there are the four co-principal research directors who provide the overall direction of the project and take formal responsibility for it. The CFCJ serves as the administrative partner and its Director, Diana Lowe serves as one of the co-principal research directors. The Faculty of Extension at the University currently provides two of the co-principal research directors (Professor Lois Gander and Dr Teresa Rose), and one academic advisor (Dr Marco Adria) who bring their expertise in public legal education, partnering, research methodology and communications theory to bear on this project. Professor June Ross, a member of the Faculty of Law (also on the board of the CFCJ) is the fourth co-principal research director. They are joined by academic collaborators who advise on the theoretical basis and technical aspects of the research and assist with the evaluation of any demonstration projects. The community collaborators provide a range of support including helping to locate prospective research subjects, providing access to court staff, and developing projects that demonstrate good communication practices. Funding partners include the Alberta Law Foundation, the University of Alberta, and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council. Managing these partnerships is an explicit task of the research team.

At the inception of the project, the only relationship all partners had in common was with the CFCJ. As the administrative partner, the CFCJ serves as the go-between on most communications transactions. The partners relate chiefly to the CFCJ, rather than to the other research directors or each other. These relationships can be represented through the metaphor of a wheel in which the CFCJ is the hub and various spokes run out to points on what should be a continuous rim. In fact, some of the partners on the rim do have relationships with each other but they do not all know each other, let alone enjoy effective working relationships. One of the long-term goals of this project is to complete the rim so that agencies see themselves as partners with each other, not just as partners with the CFCJ. In doing so, the research team is nurturing a national network of organizations that has the potential to transform the way civil justice is experienced in Canada. 

Key elements in developing the partnership and moving it towards a network include selecting initial partners, achieving their substantive “buy-in”, engaging them effectively in the research process, and providing them with opportunities to articulate and advance other issues of interest.
Selecting partners
The CFCJ was responsible for selecting the initial group of research directors. For reasons of practicality, they were all drawn from the University of Alberta environment. Other partners to this project were then deliberately selected to meet the needs of the project that were anticipated at the funding application stage. Since the research required access to court houses across the country, partners representing the judiciary and court administrators were essential. Similarly, it was important to get representation from agencies that assist the public in accessing the courts and from agencies that represent those publics. These representatives needed to be familiar with the civil justice system and the problems it was experiencing in meeting public needs and expectations. Preferably, these partners would believe that improving communication between the courts and the public was desirable. Ideally, they would also support the proposition that the public should be more involved in reforming the justice system.

Academic partners were selected for their perspectives on the issues facing the civil justice system, for their understanding of partnership and communication processes, and for their expertise in using social science research methods.

Time was of the essence in putting together this team as the SSHRC deadlines required that a convincing group of partners be in place at the time of the application. Now that the project has been underway for over a year and has become better known, new partners are asking to be added.
Achieving buy-in
This research project has the advantage of being grounded in real problems experienced within the civil justice system. One of these problems is the increasing presence of litigants who are not represented by lawyers. This phenomenon will be the subject of an up-coming issue of the CFCJ’s newsletter. For more information, visit the CFCJ’s web site at www.cfcj-fcjc.org/. As a result, getting initial buy-in from representatives of that sector has been relatively easy. That initial buy-in has been sustained through on-going communication and has proven invaluable in facilitating field research. Similarly, the initial buy-in of academics has been gratifying, with some being intensely involved in establishing the research question, developing research strategies, and reviewing survey instruments. 

The research team has been going to considerable lengths to maintain that buy-in. As the research project has moved forward, efforts have been made to make the partnership as meaningful and participatory as possible given the realities of time and distance. Those efforts include
•	the usual sorts of communication to be expected between the CFCJ and the partners advising of the details of the project application process, circulating application forms, advising of progress, and the like;
•	presentations to the various associations that represent key sectors of the legal community and those who work with the public;
•	surveying partners to determine their needs and objectives for the research project, their views on the collective objective of the project, their own objectives for the project, the deliverables they would like to see, the resources they would commit to the research, their views on the roles of various players, the role they would like to play, who would represent their organization, what kind of evaluation of the project they would like to see, and how best to communicate with them;
•	developing and circulating a Working Document outlining the research questions, providing background to the project, explaining the theoretical and epistemological underpinnings of the project, defining collaboration for the purpose of the project, and detailing the research plan. Additions to the document are contemplated dealing with partnership arrangements including governance, roles, partnership development, intellectual property issues, and dispute resolution provisions
•	sending a research director, members of the research staff, and representatives of two community partners to an international conference on “collaborative action learning;” and
•	convening a partners symposium..
Engaging partners in the research process
One of the key ways of achieving buy-in has been to provide partners with opportunities to have substantive input into the research process. These efforts have included
•	circulating the survey instruments for input;
•	surveying partners as one of the populations being studied;
•	involving community partners extensively in setting up the field research including facilitating approval to use court facilities, interview court staff, and access members of the public that might be interested in participating in the study; and
•	providing partners with preliminary research findings as quickly as possible. D. Lowe & M. Stratton, Talking with the Public: The Public, Communication and the Civil Justice System Canadian Institute for the Administration of Justice, 2002).
Opportunity to advance other interest
The primary vehicle for enabling partners to advance other interests they might share has been the partners symposium. Strategies were used throughout the symposium to help partners better understand each others’ interests and networking opportunities were explicitly provided so that participants might pursue such interests as they had in common with others in attendance.  

The jury is still out on how the partnerships are working and whether or not they will lead to a network. The research team have already noted several practical constraints to achieving optimal partnership involvement:

•	The process of applying and accounting for funding require some organization or small group of organizations to take responsibility for the project. Procedures and vocabulary are usually derived from hierarchical approaches to organizing activities rather than collaborative ones. In this case, SSHRC’s CURA program requires a “lead” applicant supplemented by co-applicants, supported by academic “collaborators” and community “partners.” This distinction in vocabulary suggests a hierarchy of players: its not hard to see that the community partners are to be found at the bottom. This communicates mixed messages to everyone involved in the project. 

The practicalities of submitting an application also restrict the extent to which it can be fully collaborative. Many decisions regarding the project must be made as the application is being put together, yet there is little or no funding to cover the costs of bringing prospect partners together. It necessarily falls to a smaller group to make many critical decisions.

•	The sheer number and geographic distribution of all the collaborators makes it impossible to engage them all equally in all parts of the project. However, given the diversity of their interests, this is not necessarily desirable.

•	Timing is everything and not everyone is available in equal measure at the time a decision or action needs to be taken.

Determining the success of the project’s efforts at collaboration will depend at least in part on how “partnerships” and “networks” are defined. So far neither have been defined in this paper. This is partly because there is no agreement on the use of those terms; they seem to take their meaning from the players involved. See R. F. Chisholm, "On the Meaning of Networks" (1996) 21:2 Group and Organizational Management 216 for a discussion of this concept. In any event, a partnership or network is successful not because it meets some externally imposed definition but because the parties are satisfied with their relationships and what their partnership or network accomplishes. 

It is too soon to know whether the partners of the Civil Justice System and the Public are satisfied with their relationship with the CFCJ, let alone with each other; and it is premature to speculate on whether this project will lead to a network. Early indicators though are very positive. The practical, on-the-ground commitment of those collaborators that have been asked to assist with concrete tasks associated with the research has been outstanding. The data generated through the pilot study done in Alberta courts is proving to be richer than the research directors had expected and the analysis of that data is producing findings that are being welcomed by community collaborators. The project appears to be generating exactly the kind of information they need. Success breeds success and that is the firmest foundation on which to future collaborations can be built.
IV Conclusion
Universities are stewards of critical knowledge needed to address contemporary social issues. As public institutions they have a mandate and a responsibility for sharing that knowledge with the broader community. One of the ways they do this is through their continuing education units. Real as the financial challenges facing all institutions are, they cannot be allowed to release continuing education units from doing their part in serving the public good. The experience of the Legal Studies Program of the Faculty of Extension at the University of Alberta suggests that working collaboratively through partnerships and networks offers units a possible means of maintaining their social activist tradition. Well-thought out social action projects can attract substantial funding from governments and from public and private foundations. The LSP’s family violence initiatives have attracted several hundred thousand dollars in funding. The Civil Justice System and the Public project has attract approximately $725,000 to day. If the application for an extension to its CURA grant is successful, total funding for the project will be in excess of $1,125,000. These projects will seldom, if ever, make a profit for their university continuing education hosts, nor should they. It is repugnant to think of social justice research and programming as potential “cash cows”. But these kinds of activities must be accorded a place in the mix of university continuing education research and programming so those units attend to both their bottom lines and their universities’ obligations as public institutions. Lest we forget - universities are charities not businesses!
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