GUIDE TO WORKING WITH ARABIC-SPEAKING-BACKGROUND FAMILIES
INTRODUCTION
UnitingCare Burnside Family Services work with families from a variety of backgrounds. There are a growing number of Arabic-Speaking-Background families in the Macarthur area. Family Services would like to increase the programs’ ability to assist in serving Arabic-Speaking-Background families. This document aims to provide the reader with information as a guide on how to work more effectively with Arabic-Speaking-Background families. There is enormous amount of diversity amongst Arabic-Speaking-Background families. These families are made up of many different cultural groups that have different histories, opinions, beliefs, and traditions. So this document is not all encompassing but is a starting point to learning more about Arabic-Speaking-Background families.
GENERAL TIPS FOR WORKING WITH ALL FAMILIES

These tips can be used to help one move towards cultural confidence when working respectfully with any family from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.
· Be aware of verbal and non verbal communication styles such as eye contact, use of space, use of touch, and hand gestures. Tips for your own communication skills are (MDAA & City of Sydney):

· Do not shout.

· Use simple words.

· Take your time.

· Be aware not all words translate into other languages.

· Do not use jargon, abbreviations, or technical terms.
· Use trained and accredited interpreters, not family members.

· Be patient. It is necessary to build trust and honour commitments. Many people are wary of services due to negative past experiences.
· Be aware of your own cultural background and how that affects your interactions with others.

· Research cultural backgrounds and experiences of people because they affect how they utilise services.

· Have empathy.

· Listen, offer choices and tailor options to meet the needs of the family and its individuals.

· Involve family members in the support you provide by recognising strengths and the family’s dynamics.

· Advocate.

· Keep in mind – Families may not know how the service system works or what services are available.

· Gain knowledge of the communities’ values regarding personal wellbeing, health, definitions of family, disability, etc. Here are some examples of questions that can be used:

· What kind of supports do you want or need?

· What health/support services are available through your community?

· Do you maintain spiritual practices?

· What language are you the most comfortable using?

· What behaviours do you expect of your guests? (MDAA)
· Work in consultation with community leaders and build partnerships with community agencies. Remember one organisation does not represent the whole community (MDAA).

· Recognise strong community values.

· Culture is not static and it affects everyone. Do not make assumptions.

· Be respectful of cultural protocols, practices, and community structures. What is considered polite or a social custom? What are the days or events that hold significance for the family? What are the dietary and nutrition practices?

· Allow time for traditional decision making (City of Sydney).

· Provide ways for families to evaluate and provide feedback to improve service provision.

A family’s culture and values also influences their attitudes towards child development.

· Key factors that can determine the family’s attitude towards child rearing are:
· Length of time a family has lived in Australia.
· Reason for coming to Australia, which also affects their amount of supports and economic stability.
· Proficiency with the English Language, which affects their capacity to negotiate services.
· Process of migration impacts the family’s informal support system (Department of Ageing, Disability & Home Care).
· Practice differences between home and formal support services that are caused by cultural variation in child rearing and parenting styles: 
· Parenting styles and attitudes to child rearing.
· Notions of individual, family and community.
· Family role expectations and capacity of formal supports.

· Developmental expectations.
· The extents to which parents take into account the wishes and feelings of the child.
· The extent to which responsibility for the caring for young children is expected to be shared between community and parents. 
· The level of similarity between home and service settings (Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care).
WHO IS AN ARAB?

The Arabs are originally Arabian ethnicity widespread in the Middle East and North Africa (Wikipedia). The great majority of the citizens of Arab countries view themselves and are viewed by outsiders as Arabs. Their sense of Arab nationhood is based on what they have in common namely language, culture, socio-political experiences, economic interests and a collective memory of their place and role in history (Barakat). 
· The definition of who an Arab is has three main aspects: 
· Political: whether they live in a country which is a member of the Arab League (or, more vaguely, the Arab world); this definition covers more than 300 million people. 
· Linguistic: whether their first language is Arabic; this definition covers more than 200 million people. 
· Genealogical: whether they can trace their ancestry back to the original inhabitants of the Arabian Peninsula (Wikipedia).
· Two basic assumptions about Arab Culture are:
· Since the great majority of the Arab world speaks Arabic they must all have one similar culture. Common culture is also assumed because more than 90% of the Arab world being Muslim by faith. 
· Arab culture is viewed as basically religious in form and literary in expression. It is what most Arabs share, regardless of their diverse affiliations (Barakat).

Arabs have a dominant culture constructed through the interactions of many subcultures, which are represented by different patterns of living (such as rural, urban or Bedouin); by social formations (such as mercantilist or agricultural); by social class differences and contradictions (such as high, bourgeois and mass cultures); by religious and sectarian affiliations (such as Sunni, Shi'ite, Druze, Alawi, Isma'ili, Copt, Orthodox, Maronite, Catholic, Protestant or Jewish); and by ethnicity (such as Kurd or Berber) (Barakat). Countercultures are represented in Arab society by alienated intellectuals, uprooted communities and radical movements. Arab culture is consistently changing and forming. 

13.0% of people whom live in the Macarthur area are born in non English speaking countries (MACROC). The Arab Community in Australia celebrates its diversity of religion, culture and ethnic backgrounds.  Of the Arabs who have settled in Australia, the Lebanese and Egyptian communities are generally the most established (Department of Foreign Affairs). 145,737 people or 2.3% of the population spoke Arabic (33.4% of speakers were born in Lebanon and 43.5% were born in Australia) (MDAA). According to 2001 Census in the MACROC regions, 1.7% of people speak Arabic at home as well as 2.3% of people claims to be Islamic. Arabic speaking people make up the largest language group in NSW after English.
WHO ARE THE ARABIC SPEAKING BACKGROUND COMMUNITIES?
· Arabic-Speaking-Background communities are people who identify with one or more of the following characteristics:
· Born in one of the 22 countries of the Arab world*
· Have ancestral link to the Arab World.
· Speak Arabic but may identify as non-Arabs. (E.g. Chaldean, Assyrian, Kurdish, Armenian, etc.).
	· Egypt
	· Lebanon

	· Iraq
	· Syria

	· Jordan
	· Palestine

	· Algeria
	· Tunisia

	· Sudan
	· Morocco

	· Kuwait
	· Yemen

	· Saudi Arabia
	· United Arab Emirates

	· Lybia
	· Bahrain

	· Oman
	· Qatar

	· Comoros
	· Somalia

	· Djibouti
	· Mauritania


*The Arab World is made up of 22 countries whom are members of the Arab League of Nations and where the Arabic language is an official language. The 22 countries are:

Generally in Arabic-Speaking-Background communities, family structures and relationships are extremely strong. Australia’s Arabic speaking communities are predominantly Christian or Muslim. Customs vary depending on their religious affiliations.  There has been a remarkable increase in the growth rate of Islam, which includes Arab Muslims. The Muslim community is drawn from more than 70 different countries. Over 1.3 billion people from many races, nationalities and cultures across the globe practice the Islamic faith. 180 million Muslims live in the Arab world (AFIC). According to the 2001 Census, there are 282, 578 Muslims in Australia with 35% being born in Australia. They come from more than 60 ethnic groupings. The history of Muslims in Australia dates back to the 17th century. Within New South Wales, the Muslim population born overseas mostly come from Lebanon (19.6%) and Turkey (8.8%) (DoCS).  For the detailed history and the structure of the Australian Muslim community see http://www.afic.com.au/api10.htm.
WHAT IS ISLAM?
According to the Australian Federation of Islamic Councils (AFIC), Islam is about doing what is best for the human race regardless of faith or race. Muslims believe in One, Unique God, referred to as Allah; in the Angels created by Allah; in the prophets through whom Allah’s revelations were brought to mankind; in the Day of Judgement and individual accountability for one’s actions; in God’s authority over human destiny; and in life after death (30 days of prayer). There is no division between the secular and the secured. Islam is a way of life. The Holy Qur’an is a “comprehensive guidebook” that stipulates the hows of living one’s life including “codes of conduct, morality, nutrition, modes of dress, marriage and relationships, business and finance, crime and punishment, government, and so on” (DoCS).  Another source of guidance for Muslims is the Sunnah or Hadith, which are the words, actions and confirmations of Prophet Muhammad (AFIC). It informs Muslims about how to apply the Quranic text. The Mosque is the main place for worship as well as socialisation. There are two main factions of Islam” Shi’ites and Sunnis. For more information on these two groups see http://www.afic.com/au/apislam.htm
Framework of Islamic life - Five Pillars of Islam:  
· Faith (Iman) - There is no hierarchical authority in Islam. Prayers are usually led by an Imam (a learned person who knows the Qu’ran and is chosen by the people). The Imam is a key person in the Islam culture whom has the role of marrying people, providing authoritative interpretations of the Qu’ran. Many people see the Iman as a resource for guidance and counselling.
· Prayer – Obligatory prayers are supposed be preformed 5 times a day (dawn, noon, midafternoon, sunset, and nightfall). Prayers are said in Arabic because it is the language of revelation. The Mosque is the preferred place to pray but prayer can be done anywhere. Fridays are a holy day for Muslims so it is compulsory for males to attend the Mosque for a mid-day sermon and prayers. 
· Tax for the (support) of the Poor (Zakaat) – In Islam all things belong to God and all wealth is held by human beings in trust, so it is compulsory for Muslims to give payment each year of two and a half percent of one’s capital.
· Fasting – One whole month of fasting (abstaining from food and drink) is required every year during the Islamic lunar month of Ramadan from first light until sundown. It is used to purify oneself and show obedience to God. The sick, elderly, those on a journey and women who are pregnant or nursing are permitted to break the fast and make up an equal number of days later in the year. Children began to fast usually from puberty, though many children are encouraged to fast a couple hours a day at a younger age (DoCS). 
· Pilgrimage (Hajj) – This annual journey is to Mecca (Makkah). This is only an obligation to those who are physically able and have the financial means to complete the journey. Hajj ends with the Eid-al-Adha festival with prayers and gifts. The other major feast day on the Muslim calendar is Eid-al- Fitr, which marks the end of Ramadan (AFIC). 
For more information about the Five Pillars of Muslim see http://www.afic.com.au/api05.htm.

Food

Since food is an important part of daily life, food laws carry a special significance because it is a way to worship God. Halal is a Quantic term meaning “lawful or permitted” (AFIC).  Within the Islamic religion, a strong emphasis is placed on cleanliness - both spiritually and in the context of food and drink.  In the selection of food and drink, Islam has laid down three very important guidelines, namely:
1. Whether the consumption of the foodstuff is prohibited by Allah, 

2. Whether the foodstuff is obtained through Halal or Haram means, and 

3. Whether or not the material is harmful to health. 
For a full list and more information go to http://www.afic.com.au/Halal.htm#HalalIntroduction. According the Australian Federation of Islamic Councils, the largest and most lucrative Halal food export trade in the world is operated by Muslims in Australia.
Family & Social Structure
The family is the foundation of the Islamic religion. So it is the preservation of this that is essential for raising children and passing on the family’s beliefs to the next generations. Extended family, including anyone who is a blood-related as well as others on whom there is a prohibition to marry (e.g. stepmother), is patrilineal (DoCS). Having peace and security in the family is important to the spiritual growth of its members. Family members usually remain in close contact with each other. There is a strong sense of care for all family members including the elderly and those with disabilities. If there is someone with a disability in the family, the mother is usually the carer and other women take over after her death. 

Due to the significant value placed on marriage and family life, there are many laws in Islam to protect them. Marriage requires that both partners enter into it freely and willingly. They must enter into a written contact with God and themselves, which includes the terms of their marital relationship. The groom gives a marriage dowry to the bride for her own use and she keeps the name of her own family after marriage.  Monogamy is the primary type of marriage union. There is a case where men are allowed to have multiple wives in order to protect widows and their children, but only if the first wife approves. Divorce can be requested by either party but women are only allowed to get divorced under extreme circumstances while men can divorce through an act of “solemn repudiation” made three times (DoCS). The first two times, the couple must try and reconcile their differences. 

 In families there is a social order. In marriage, each partner has agreed to certain roles and obligations.  The husband is the leader of the family whom is responsible for providing for the economic and material needs, no matter how independently wealthy his wife might be. The wife is the centre of the family. She is obliged to educate and care for the children in “an atmosphere and commitment to the social, moral and spiritual values of Islam” (DoCS, p29). Despite different roles, men and women are seen as equals. The wife has a right to have her own name, property and inheritance. She is able to move towards educational and vocational pursuits. Women are given particular obligations not to create inequality but to protect them from unsafe situations and ensure society continues to function. The Qu’ran gives both parents guidance on how to raise their children. The parents are obligated to sustain, educate, cherish and train their children. The parents are responsible for their children until they live independently and are married. Puberty is the stage when a Muslim person becomes individually accountable for one’s own actions.  The Qu’ran also has instructions for how children should treat their parents. 
The following information is to provide one with knowledge regarding traditional expectations for followers of Islam. 
Mores/Customs 

· Home Visiting/Greetings/Interactions

There is a strong sense of hospitality for many Muslim families. So a visitor might be offered drink or food upon entering the home. One might be asked to remove one’s shoes upon entering the residence for hygienic purposes. The host may be hesitant to ask a visitor into their home if the visitor is of an opposite gender and the host is home alone. Other family members may be asked to remain in separate room in the presence of a non-family member. Boys and girls do not talk outside of the family unless they are with someone else in the family and physical contact between unmarried persons is prohibited. Except with close family, other physical contact with members of the opposite sex should be avoided. This might become a problem when a female patient is asked to see a male doctor for an illness. Not following these rules can bring shame to the family.

When greeting someone from the same sex according to Islamic custom, women and men may give kisses on the cheeks of family and friends. Many Arabs shake hands every time they have contact with you. Muslims are taught to “lower the gaze” to avoid adulterous contact, so it is not a sign of disrespect.  When visiting Muslims anywhere it is important to remember three things:
1) “Practice Humility - Have a demeanour which models kindness and forbids being harsh, rude or even speaking loudly to others”;

2) “Seek Moderation: Many Muslims value deliberation, a careful consideration which focuses on the outcome of a matter. Moderation in speech, and avoidance of being nervous, highly strung or liable to sudden anger, characterizes many of those who "submit to God’; and

3) “Sincerity is Key: A kind, honest, humble approach--free of an arrogant and overbearing attitude--naturally opens the way for agreeable exchanges (Understanding Arabs, p. 112.)” (30 days of Prayer).
· Dress
All women are required to dress in a modest manner. Private body parts (awrah) need to be covered in public. For males after puberty, their awrah is the parts of the body between the navel and the knees. For the females, it is the whole body except the hands, feet and face. The awrah should not be seen by anyone of the opposite sex except one’s husband or wife and immediate family members. Women then wear a hijab (head scarf) and a jibab (full-length dress) in public (DoCS). 
· Other
Since cleanliness is very important in Islam, one must avoid contaminations and remain clean especially before and during prayer. Muslims are instructed to use their right hands to eat, touch and present gifts because the left hand is generally regarded as unclean (30 Days praying in a Muslim World). Drugs and alcohol are prohibited except for medical purposes. According to Islam teachings, one is not permitted to earn money without work so there is no such thing as earning interest. Work is important and seen as a part of worship.
As stated earlier, it is important to remember this is a guide that provides basic information about the cultural background of Arabic-Speaking-Background families. One must still keep an open mind when meeting with Arab families and not make assumptions about what their behaviours will be. 
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