


	What Can I Do to Help You? Training Plan 

This training lasts approximately 60 minutes depending on the activities you choose and the interaction with the students.

The overall goal of this training is to help court employees distinguish legal information from legal advice in serving the public.

NOTE: Italicized words are the script trainers may use.

	R.O.P.E.S. Content
	Approx. Time/Training Materials

	I. Start with a Review – Introduce the topic and have trainees share their knowledge or past experiences. Recognize the “local expertise” among the group

  A. Open the training by asking trainees What issues or challenging situations have you encountered in dealing with the public when you have been asked for legal help?

ASK: Did the public respond negatively when you were not able to give them the information they felt you should? Why do you think they reacted that way?

I think we can all agree that sometimes court employees are put into difficult situations when the public asks for information. Sometimes you want more clarification concerning what you can and cannot say.

 B. Pre Training Session Optional Activity – Scavenger Hunt

 In this activity, trainees will be given a handout asking them to discover more about resources that may be available in their own area. Give trainees the handout several days before the training and “challenge them” to discover the answers. You may give prizes for those people with the best answers. This could also be a done after the session and then have a follow-up meeting to discuss the results.


	5 minutes

OPTIONAL ACTIVITY – Scavenger Hunt handout

ACTIVITY: Question/discussion 

	II. Develop the Overview and explain Objectives

  A. (Overview) This training has been created by the Access to Justice Commission to help court employees clarify some of the questions they may have about legal information vs. legal advice. We will also identify our own local resources that are available to the public that will help answer their requests.

  B. (Training objectives) Let’s take a look at your agenda and the objectives: After this session, you will be able to:

· Distinguish between what is considered legal information and which constitutes legal advice

· Explain why court personnel cannot give legal advice and explore ways to covey this to the public

· Identify local resources to help direct the public to agencies or individuals who can provide more help

  C. (Why this training is important) ASK: Have there ever been occasions where you really were not certain how to reply to the publics’ requests? How do some court users react when they feel you are not giving them the information they need? (Answers will vary but usually the public responds negatively.)

Just like the old radio station W I I F M or What’s in it for me, you may be wondering why take this training? Well, it could help our customer service which in turn reduces the stress for customers and staff. Plus, the more trust and confidence the public has in the courts, the less difficult our job will be.


	5 minutes

HANDOUT – Agenda with objectives

ACTIVITY: Question/discussion 

	III. Presenting the content

  A. Activity - Pre/post assessment of learning (Optional) Many of you know quite a bit about dealing with the public and how to answer their questions. Let’s take this pre-assessment to see how much you may already know now and then we’ll take it again at the end of the training, to see if you have learned anything additional. This is mainly for your benefit only – no grades or turning it in! And the results will demonstrate where we may need more guidance concerning the topic.

  B. Introduce the video: They say a picture is worth a thousand words and in the video you are about to see, many of the concepts about legal information vs. legal advice will be clarified. You also see why court employees cannot give legal advice even though they may be very knowledgeable about the issue. The video is about 20 minutes long and here are some important points the video emphasizes that you should focus on:

· The difference between legal advice and legal information

· The reasons why you cannot give legal advice and how to convey that to court users

· The types of services that are available to help court users

· How you can “refer, inform and assist” our customers without crossing the “legal line.”

Optional Activity: Video Challenge Worksheet: To help you with some key concepts, I have a Video Challenge Worksheet for you. As you are watching the video, see if you can answer the questions on the worksheet.

  C. Debrief the video with a question/answer session

ASK: What was the main difference between legal information and legal advice? 

(Legal information is general information that gives the same facts for anyone who would ask. It does not give an advantage to any particular person and maintains the neutrality and fairness of the courts. This includes information such as definitions, procedures, dates, where to report, and other such information. Legal advice is considered strategic information or guidance you provide by applying the law to the facts in a particular case. For example, you cannot tell a court user if a problem should be brought before the court, what remedy to seek, tell litigants what to write on their forms, or convey information to a judge or master on behalf of a litigant, to mention a few examples.)

ASK: What are the two main reasons you cannot give legal advice? (Reason one is that you are not a lawyer and Maryland annotated code prohibits the unauthorized practice of law. Reason two is that you must uphold the neutrality of the courts by treating all court users in a fair, unbiased manner.)

ASK: Why is neutrality of the courts important? How does it affect our interaction with customers? (There will be a variety of responses but the main idea is that when users perceive they are being treated fairly, they will be more receptive to dealing with court processes.)

ASK: What were some of the resources mentioned to help court users? (Answers will vary but include a Self-Help Center, Domestic Violence Legal services Program, the Law Library, the internet, and community resources such as lawyer referral services, legal aid and legal services programs, pro bono organizations, hotlines or helplines, and mediation programs.)

ASK: What is some basic information about the resources you need to know to be able to advise our court users/? (Location, hours, and types of cases they can help with, if based on income, etc.)

ASK: Which of these services do we have readily available? How are we getting this information to the public? Optional question to brainstorm: Can we do a better job informing the public? How? (Answers will vary)
ASK: The video says there are three basic categories of activities we can use when helping court users – refer, inform and assist. Refer means to provide information about other resources like we just mentioned, inform refers to providing basic information that could be given to anyone, and to assist. What would be an example of assisting a court user who has special needs in a way that maintains neutrality and is not “crossing the line” of giving legal advice? (Showing a user how to navigate court tools such as using a public access computer or navigating a website, reading materials to someone with limited literacy or impaired vision, and how and when to request an interpreter.)

ASK: Do you think the way you convey information to court users, like with your body language and tone of voice, can determine if an interaction will be positive or negative? (Answers will vary but the main idea is that our demeanor and body language can definitely affect a user’s state, especially in a stressful situation. Emphasize that you can be both professional and pleasant. Being clear why you cannot give information even though you would like to assist them will help the public understand the constraints court employees are under. You may want to say I’m sorry, I’d like to help you but…, or I’m unable to give you that information but what I can do is…( Court employees should try to have written materials, directions, numbers and as many aids as possible to physically give to the customers.)

ASK: Do any of you have any good strategies for answering difficult questions? (Responses may include - Stay calm and professional; listen actively to the customer and allow them to ask their questions; remember that these are often stressful situations and customers may feel intimidated and vulnerable; be patient, take your time to really listen and try to put yourself in their position; be clear and concise when providing information and resources (the more you can provide in written form, the better); try to explain why you cannot give legal advice and offer alternatives. Remember -customers have no clue what the difference is between advice and information!

“Not all questions are cookie cutter easy to answer and there will be times when you aren’t sure. (Give trainees a copy of booklet What Can I Do to Help You?) This booklet will help you clarify your responses. Tell them to look at the back of the cover page, and read the next to last sentence. Tell them as court employees, if they are not certain if the customer wants legal information or advice and they are uncomfortable with responding, they are encouraged to refer the customer to an attorney or to ask their supervisor for guidance!!

In addition to this booklet for your use, our court can get copies of the “one-page-wonder” flyer which can be given to court users to explain more.”
	10 minutes

ACTIVITY: Pre/post assessment handout 

15 minutes?

ACTIVITY: DVD – How Can I Help You?

OPTIONAL ACTIVITY: Video Challenge worksheet

15 minutes

ACTIVITY: Debrief the video

ACTIVITY: Question/discussion 

ACTIVITY: Question/discussion

OPTIONAL ACTIVITY: Have pairs or trios brainstorm ways to better inform the public

ACTIVITY: Distribute printed materials from Access to Justice commission

HANDOUTS: Booklet - What Can I Do to Help to You?

Flyer – “One-page-wonder” for court users



	IV. Do the Exercise(s)

  A. Exercise A – Let’s go back to the pre/post assessment handout you did before viewing the video. Let’s go over the questions together. 

  B. Exercise B - Trainees will be given more scenarios that they can read and discuss as a group.

  C. Optional Exercise C - Trainees work in pairs and create role-plays using the scenarios. The role players do the scene and the other trainees are to: 1. Determine if the court user is asking for legal information or advice, 2. Decide if the clerk responded appropriately, and 3. If not, suggest a better response.

  D. Optional Activity – PowerPoint Game – Hollywood Squares 

  E. Optional Activity – Debrief the Scavenger Hunt If your trainees did this activity, discuss the results

  F.  Optional Activity – Create-a-Question Tell trainees they have been selected to be part of the team that is responsible for creating a “learning guide” based on the What Can I Do to Help You? Booklet. Assign each trainee one page from the booklet and tell them they are to create one true/false question and one multiple choice question (with four choices) for the “guide.” They can then read their question to the others to see if their questions can be answered.


	5 minutes

REVIEW: Pre/post assessment handout 

OPTIONAL ACTIVITY : Additional scenarios for discussion or role-play

OPTIONAL ACTIVITY: PowerPoint quiz game

OPTIONAL ACTIVITY: Create-a-Question

	V. End with a Summary

  A. Summarize what was covered in the training.

“Today I hope you are more comfortable with dealing with some of the publics’ difficult questions. Our objectives today were to learn how to distinguish between legal advice and legal information, to be able to explain to court users why we as court employees cannot give legal advice in a way that leaves the court user feeling less frustrated, to be able to appropriately refer, inform and assist court users in a way that does not cross the line ethically. We also talked about the importance of how you interact with the user including body language and tone of voice and finally, pinpointed resources available locally to help them. “

  B. ASK: Do you think we need to work harder to provide better service? What could we do? (From this, there may be other activities created related to this topic. For example, if your group reported back that there needs to be a list created for court users giving details of helpful resources, a committee could be formed to do this task.)

ASK: Can you give me one useful thing you learned today? (Solicit answers from trainees.)
Optional – you could award small prizes or candy for those who respond

  C. ASK: Are there any other questions or comments? I may not know all of the answers but I know we can always contact Pam Ortiz at the Maryland Access to Justice Commission for answers. You all did great job today- thanks for listening!
  D. Thank trainees for participating. Give certificates (optional)


	5 minutes

ACTIVITY: Question/discussion

HANDOUT: Optional  Certificates

Estimated total training time – 60 to 70 minutes


Don’t forget to FOLLOW UP! Several days after the training, meet with the trainees again and ask, “Have you been able to use the skills we learned last week? What happened?” Be ready to troubleshoot problems or celebrate successes!
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