State, Court &
County Law

Libravries

Public law libraries are no
longer passive repositories of
legal information. Changing
information technology has
forever altered the research
strategies used by courts,
lawyers and the public for
resolving a legal dispute. As a
result, public law libraries and
our nation's courts are now
inextricably linked, relying on
one another for support in
addressing their separate, but
blended, missions.

This second in a series of
Resource Guides, prepared by
members of the State, Court
and County Law Libraries
Special Interest Section of the

American Association of Law
Libraries, discusses the value
of the public law library.
Incorporating the experience
and knowiedge of law library
experts serving all types of
users and regions, it includes:

+. The role of the public law
library

The diverse and far-reaching
benefits of public law
libraries for users

How public law libraries can
raise awareness of their
services

Innovative programs for
public law libraries interested
in sharing resources and
consortium-building

Law Librarians:

Vhat is the Role of the Public Law Library?

Public law libraries provide the legal information necessary for the effective
functioning of the justice system. In most states, public law libraries are
statutory entities supporting either the trial court system, state or county
government, or an independent local government agency managed by a
board of trustees. Regardless of their organi-
zation, these public law libraries share a
common mission of making legal informa-

tion available to the following user groups:
& judicial officers and their support staff
B government dattorneys

B attorneys in private practice

B corporate attorneys

# the general public
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The Role of the Public Law
Library continued from pg. 1

The use of the Internet for obtaining legal
information has increased dramatically. This
trend, however, can lead to the misconcep-
tion that most legal information is freely
available via common search engines. While many states do
have their current statutes and some appellate decisions on
official Web sites, a vast amount of legal information is only
available in print, microform or within commercial data-
bases — all available at most public law libraries. In
addition, public law libraries continue to be the best
resource for older case law, legal periodicals, and texts, as
well as annotated statutes and continuing legal education
seminar materials. Through research assistance, training and
other services, public law librarians play a vital role in
making these collections and databases accessible toall

user groups.

& Services to judicial officers
* Training in the use of subscription databases, such as
Westlaw, Lexis, Loislaw and VersusLaw
* Research assistance
* Management of Web page content
* Indexing of briefs and memoranda

* Preservation and management of older print materials
and those not available online

» Assistance to self-represented litigants

* Current awareness of new developments, including
routing of journals and newspapers

* Contract negotiations with subscription database
vendors

& Services to government attorneys
* Training in the use of subscription databases
s Research assistance
« Compilation of legislative histories
e Current awareness services

e Contract negotiations

@ Services to private attorneys
s Public access to subscription databases
s Training in the use of subscription databases
e Circulation of texts and treatises

¢ Remote dccess to online catalogs and periodical
indexes

¢ Links to relevant legal Web sites
e Research assistance

s Faxing and photocopying

# Services to the general public

¢ Public access to subscription databases

* Assistance in locating necessary legal forms and self-

help resources

* Orientation in court procedures

s Links to relevant Web sites

s E-mail reference service

» Training in basic legal research
By providing ready access to legal information, public law
libraries play a fundamental role in preserving access to
justice and promoting trust and confidence in the judicial
system.

Access to the Law for a
road Specirum of Users

Public law libraries are
continually developing
new ways to make
information more
readily available, thus
providing equal access
to the law and keeping
our centuries-old
adversarial system
alive. As the nature and
functions of our court
systems continue to
experience a dramatic
evolution, law libraries
play a key role in
helping our user base
keep pace. The
traditional notions of
“library,” “informational
professional,” “collec-
tion” and “customer”
have changed and
continue to do so. What has remained constant, however, is
that the United States, through its constitutionally designed,
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Access to the Law
continued from pg. 2

democratic form of
government and law-
making, has amassed
a body of written law
unrivalled in
mankind's history.

The mission of most
public law libraries is
to provide access 1o
timely, reliable and
accurate legal informa-
tion in a format that
can be understood
and used by the
greatest number of
people. Every user —
court, bar and public
— is a primary
stakeholder in law
library services. This
mission is critical to
the expectations of the
judiciary in order to
be able to rule
promptly, accurately
and with justice on the
ariety of issues
brought before the
COUrs.

New and Expanded Service Strategies
[nspired by the leadership of law librarians and their
proactive governing bouards, many public law libraries have
begun offering new and expanded service strategies to
customers — in some cases, to fulfill recently stated goals
for improving court performance: access and equality,
fairness, courtesy and judicial leadership. Increasingly,
judicial management leaders have begun to acknowledge
these libraries as stakeholders and essential contributors.
Some value-added law library services that benefit the
administration of justice, either directly or indirectly,
include:

B Harnessing technology to expand access
to law library resources:

¢ Online databases

* Remotely accessible indexes to law publications

* Content-rich Web sites

s Digital preservation of historically significant local legal
materials

* E-mail and live reference/research, often available 24
hours a day

» Selective dissemination of needed information

» Current awareness of important new topics

Providing access 1o both current and historical legal

information resources that are easy-to-use in print or

electronic media. Almost any document can be delivered to

court customers at a minimal cost, or even free of charge,

through inter-library networking and resource-sharing.

Offering expert refercace and research services for

information not found in commercial legal databases or on

the free Web, including:

* Leading users through complicated mazes surrounding
the hunt for legislative intent

* Uncovering codified text of an old criminal statute

¢ Identifying and delivering the latest information on
trends in state courts

¢ Creating annotated reading lists for judicial education
seminars

* Recommending often-cited treatises for 4 complicated
legal topic

Furnishing both on-demand and organized training for

educational programming — from use of new electronic

library resources to honing general legal research skilis.

Managiog systom-wide, computer-assisted legal re-

search services for court users, encompassing contract

negotiation, password supervision, training and communica-

tion of vendor updates,

Answering inguiries concerning proper legal citation

format for less frequently used sources of authority.

Beveloping outreach educational inftatives to the

growing number of self-help litigants. As one of the most

reliable resources for the pro se attempting to “get his day

in court,” these law libraries have become proactive advo-

cates in on-site, as well as remote, educational offerings,

covering the basics of the court system, the importance of

understanding court procedure and building the research

skills necessary to navigate primary and secondary sources

of legal authority. Begun nearly 20 years ago, these out-

reach efforts were recognized as “the first rung on the

ladder of justice” for the self-help generation.
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Law Librarvy

Consortiums Complement
igh-Tech Services

The explosion of legal information resources on the Web
has created opportunities for public law libraries to expand
their traditional roles and share resources. With the growth
of low cost and free Web resources, it has become increas-
ingly difficult for individuals not trained in legal research to
find and understand applicable law. The availability of legal
information on the Internet
can actually cause more

confusion — not less —
because an untrained
researcher is unable to
evaluate the reliability of the
information he/she finds.
Public law libraries have a
variety of options for
addressing this situation.

Traditional tools for direct-
ing researchers to authorita-
tive Web sources, such as
pathfinders and course
offerings, continue to be
useful and affordable ways
for law library staff to
respond to their users’
needs for guidance, Many
public law libraries are also
putting teaching and training
tools on their librarys’ Web
sites, providing virtual
reference services. Increasingly, however, public law
libraries are turning to colluborative efforts to overcome
financial barriers, while reaching out to the greatest number

of users.

Academic, public and special libraries are building consor-
tiums across institutional and geographic boundaries for
leveraging resources and making virtual reference services
available to the widest possible customer base. These
partnerships have been so successful that many law librar-
ies are now looking for ways to expand their educational
offerings.

King County Law Library Offers Live Help
Statewide library organizations have been at the forefront of
the collaborative movement to help inexperienced users
negotiate the maze of legal information available on the
cortinued pg. G &




King County Law Library Offers Live
Help continued from pg. 5

Web. In Washington state, leadership for developing
collaborative, virtual reference service has come from the
Washington State Library’s LSTA funded Statewide Virtual
Reference Project (SVRP). The project goal is to combine
the power of libraries, librarians and technology to assist
users in getting the information they need.

One public law library, the King County Law Library in
Seattle (KCLL), received a LSTA grant through Washington's
SVRP program for 4 demonstration project with Seattle
Public Library and the University of Washington's Health

Science Library. Its objective: to provide real time, Web-
based chat service assistance for legal, medical and general
reference information. The three libraries have worked
together to design a common Web presence known as Live
Help — with live links to each other’s chat and Web
reference sites (see www kel org/letushelp/
referenceoptions/index.html). The skills acquired during
training made it possible for KCLL to establish virtual
reference guidelines, chat script templates and internal
training materials for staff, A portion of the LSTA grant will
also be used for marketing the new service,
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Tooting Your Own Horn:
it's All in the Marketing

Marketing is essential for communicating the value of a
public law library. Without it, many users will not know the
scope and breadth of the products and services available in
the library. Well-executed marketing programs also improve
the image of the parent organization.

The following is a list of ways that public law libraries can

elevate awareness of their services:

& Publishing electronic newsletters on the Web

® Sponsoring social gatherings in the law library

# Authoring quarterly columns in the local V
or state bar association journal

® Offering training sessions, cither organized or on-
demand

@ Providing quick response time and never saying
‘never”

# Furnishing assistance with research projects and
also following up to see if the information provided was
helpful

@ Sufficiently orienting new users and staff (o library
space and services

@ Networking and staying involved professionally, in
order to provide the most current services available

# Ensuring that each member of the staff is
courteous, efficient and knowledgeable

# Creating and distributing brochures, flyers and guides
concerning legal research techniques

Law Library

When creating marketing materials to educate potential users,
be attuned to the benefits they will receive and incorporate
conerete examples, The following are some ideas for enticing
potential users to take advantage of the services your law

library offers.

Users of the public law library will:

Obtain valuable information that may not be easy to
access, so that they can make informed decisions,

Save money by using the free services of the public law
library, in comparison to other fee-based services.

Be more productive by taking advantage of the library's
services, Users will be able to devote more time to their
primary job, instead of wasting time trying to gather and
verify the accuracy of legal information on their own,

Enhance their potential for legal success. One study
found that, on average, high achievers used their library
more frequently than did their non-achieving peers.

Receive more accurate information. Many studies have
shown that 4 large amount of information made available

through free Internet sites originates from sources lacking

credibility. Public law libraries exist to eliminate questions
of inaccuracy.

Learn about the past and precedent. Public law librar-
ies preserve the legal record with the meticulous sorting,
storing, indexing and preservation that continues to
characterize library work.




