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The Case for . . .

Public Law Library Services for the Self-Represented:

An Opportunity to Enhance Access to Justice for All
What is the Role of a Public Law Library?

[image: image2.png]NULL!
GABIMUS

78}
p4
S .
TR
4:¥
Foa)is
CY




A public law library provides access to current, authoritative legal information for the public and members of the legal profession.

What are Critical Functions of a Public Law Library?
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Although low cost and free legal information is increasingly available on the web, it is difficult for people who aren’t trained in legal research to find and understand applicable law. Public law libraries provide reliable legal information and train users how to verify the accuracy of their information and sources. As the nature and functions of our court systems continue to experience a dramatic evolution, law libraries play a key role in helping their user base keep pace.

What Can a Public Law Library Self Help Program Include?

· A resource center with print and online forms and instructions, in English and other languages.

· Plain language legal research guides on a variety of legal topics most commonly needed by people representing themselves.

· Phone hotlines and web-chat programs such as Live Help providing legal information and explanations of court processes.

· Classes about legal research, court procedure, and specific areas of law such as divorce, landlord-tenant and bankruptcy.

· Access to online legal research databases and content rich Web sites.

· Legal clinics providing help with forms and court procedures staffed by a court or volunteer attorney.

· Individualized access to pertinent resources, and assistance to understand them.

· Inter-library networking and resource-sharing to increase the extent and nature of services.

· Reference services provided by librarians at the reference desk. This can include a 

wide range of information, from alternatives to going to court to the information needed to get to the appropriate court (state, federal, municipal, etc.)

· Referrals for additional services with local providers such as pro bono programs, legal aid programs, social service agencies and court-based self-help programs.  

· Legal research training for public library and court self-help center staff. 

· Remote access to services.


What are the Keys to Starting an Effective Library-Based Self-Help Center?

An effective Center requires:

· A collaborative relationship with local courts, legal aid & pro bono provider organizations; (and benefits from collaboration on all access to justice initiatives).

· An accessible and visible location.

· Experienced staff capable of interacting with and assisting all users.

· Materials that work for the full range of user groups.

· Computer workstation for drafting documents.

· Networking with public libraries to market court services and provide broad outreach to the public.

· Networking with local agencies and advocacy groups.

· Ongoing planning and evaluation.

Where Is Additional Information Available?

Information and assistance are available from a variety of sources, including:

· American Association of Law Libraries (AALL) Member Briefing:  “Law Librarians Working for the Public Good”:  http://www.aallnet.org/products/pub_sp0707/pub_sp0707_MB.pdf ,  a 2007 report on law library support for pro bono service.

· National Center for State Courts, Court Consulting Services.  (Available at http://www.ncsconline.org/D_Consult/index.htm) 707 Seventeenth Street, Ste. 2900, Denver CO 80202-3429, (303) 293-3063. The Center makes consultant services on law library issues available
.
· National Directory of Library-Based Self-Help Programs. (Available on selfhelpsupport.org). The Directory describes programs and provides contact information for program staff willing to assist those implementing new programs.

· selfhelpsupport.org. (Available at www.selfhelpsupport.org.)  This online community for pro se practitioners includes a Resource Library with model forms and instructions, evaluation assistance and additional related materials.

· State, Court, & County Law Libraries (SCCLL) Special Interest Section of the American Association of Law Libraries. (Available at http://www.aallnet.org/sis/sccll/) This group acts as a support and resource for innovation
.
· Value of a Public Law Library, published by SCCLL   This report describes ways public law   libraries serve the courts, government attorneys, the private bar, corporate attorneys, and the general public.  See:    http://www.aallnet.org/sis/sccll/pdfs/Sccllguide2.pdf

· American Association of Law Libraries Placement Committee.  (Available at http://www.aallnet.org/committee/placement/index.htm.) Helps find law librarians for your library
.
Benefits for Judges and Court Staff


Law library services for the self-represented mean that judges and court staff:


Deal with litigants more likely to have the benefit of expert research assistance and to be aware of current applicable law;


Can refer litigants to a single place for a broad range of accurate legal information;


Deal with litigants who have an improved legal understanding and can better present their cases;


Can spend less time with litigants;


Judges are able to make decisions based on relevant information and properly prepared and presented cases.





Benefits for Other Stakeholders


Law library services meet other stakeholders’ needs because they:


Offer voters a broad range of assistance and information about legal matters, courts and court actions;


Provide enhanced services for court self-help center customers;


Ease the burden on other agencies asked to provide legal information;


Enhance resources across systems;


Provide public-service opportunities and skills training for interested law students, paralegals and lay volunteers.





Overall Benefits for Litigants, the Public, and the Legal System


Most importantly, law library services:


Improve access to justice;


Increase the quality of justice;


Improve public trust and confidence in the courts 








�Moving the page makes spacing more natural. Fits format used in other bullets.


�Same as Comment 01.


�I suggest adding the AALL Placement services, in case a court wants to hire a new librarian.
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