Alaska Efforts for SRLs 

The Alaska Court System’s Family Law Self-Help Center (FLSHC) was established in August 2001, and has been providing fully comprehensive services since May 2003.  It has developed into an integrated, centralized statewide service for all self-represented litigants in domestic relations cases throughout Alaska.

The center serves more than 40 court locations spread across thousands of miles, many of which are only accessible by boat or plane.  We accomplish this by the combination of a toll-free statewide telephone helpline, a comprehensive web page, and targeted workshops in high population areas.  We have been able to capitalize on the fact that Alaska ranks first in the nation for individual internet connectivity, so although approximately 60% of our customers report incomes at or below the poverty guidelines, 85% have internet access, which we define as having a personal e-mail address. The public has embraced the convenience and anonymity of phone and web-based services.  Some important defining features of the program include the following:

· Evaluative Model

· Because the three major components of the program (website content development, drafting new forms and editing existing forms and instructions, and direct customer service through the statewide telephone helpline) are integrated and coordinated under one roof, our approach has developed into an ongoing evaluative model that allows for responsive customer service as a result of the instant feedback facilitators gain from callers, which directly translates into what information and links appear on the website and what specific forms are drafted.

· Increasingly serves as a clearinghouse on pro se services and issues for the court.

· Commitment to Plain English

· Recognizing how intimidating legalese can be, as well as the low literacy rates among the majority of our customers, the center is committed to writing forms and instructions in plain and simple English that can be understood by everyone.

· Powerful Synergy of Web and Phone
· The web gives people access, but we find they are still largely operating in a void until they receive the verbal, personalized service of the Helpline, which provides direction, increases comprehension and understanding of forms and procedures, and elucidates the distinction between legal information and legal advice, which results in an increased likelihood that people will pursue unbundled services when they can better define and limit the expensive inquiry to an attorney. 

A summary of our services follows:

1) Website www.state.ak.us/courts/selfhelp.htm (Launched May 2003)
· Comprehensive user-friendly site for divorce, dissolution and custody cases, including child support, visitation and paternity

· Provides easy-to-understand legal information

· Provides step-by-step guidance about court procedure

· Forms and instructions for most situations (posted as pdf and unlocked word versions)

· Links to other legal and non-legal resources

Note: As a result of the public’s enthusiasm for this web page, we are in the process of expanding the content to include appeals, probate, landlord-tenant, small claims, and traffic.

2) Toll free phone Helpline (English & Spanish) (Opened December 2001)

· Callers speak with a facilitator (non-lawyer staff under the supervision of attorneys) who will help customer understand court procedure and how to advance their case.
· Facilitator will 
· Explain the services available and the limitations of the center
· Ask basic questions to understand the type of case and issues
· Educate the caller by giving background information about the type of case / issue
· Discuss possible forms to accomplish their goal
· If customer already has necessary form, facilitator will talk through, line-by-line as customer completes document
· Provide appropriate referrals to social service and legal organizations
· If possible facilitator will walk customer through the website while on the phone (co-browse)

· Facilitator will email / US mail / fax information and forms if customer cannot download independently or if the person is seeking specialized information that is not posted, e.g. a Motion to Allow International Service of Process
· Set follow-up phone appointment if necessary

· Helpline is open Monday and Wednesday from 8:30 – Noon, and Tuesday and Thursday from 1:30-4:30.
· Customers may contact the Helpline as often as they wish, and after the initial contact they can use direct phone extensions and staff e-mails.  However, even with this freedom of access, only 15% of our customers are repeat users.

3) Work stations (Deployed October 2003)
· Free computer/printers in 7 court locations (Anchorage, Fairbanks, Juneau, Kenai, Ketchikan, Kodiak, and Palmer)
· Joint project with Alaska Legal Services Corporation and FLSHC
· Provides unlimited Internet access, word-processing and spreadsheets
· Phone with speed dial set for local social service and legal organizations and government agencies
· 60 minute sessions that can be extended and 20 pages of free printing
4) Workshops

· Anchorage

· Since July 2002, all self-represented litigants in contested domestic relations cases have been required to attend a mandatory Family Law Education Class, which is a two-hour presentation by a facilitator outlining the procedural timeline of the case, explaining all of the required filings, introducing concepts for trial preparation, and explaining where to go for more help.  All attendees receive a folder full of every form they might need to complete their case.

· Fairbanks

· Once a month, a facilitator flies to Fairbanks to provide 5 hours of walk-in assistance at the courthouse to self-represented litigants in domestic relations cases.

Contact Information:

Katherine Alteneder, JD or Stacey Marz, JD

Co-Directors

Family Law Self-Help Center

Alaska Court System

825 W. 4th Ave.

Anchorage, AK 99501

907-264-0484 (Katherine)

907-264-0877 (Stacey)

907-264-0865 (fax)

kalteneder@courts.state.ak.us
smarz@courts.state.ak.us
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