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Executive Summary

The Model Self-Help Center Pilot Program is one part of the California Judicial
Council’s effort to address two key goals in its strategic plan: increasing access to justice
and improving the quality of justice and service to the public. The availability of court-
based assistance to self-represented litigants is critical to accomplishing these goals, and
one of the strategies the council has adopted is to increase the number of self-help centers
in the courts. The legislature has supported these goals by providing funding for this
project.

Since the early 1990’s, the number of people coming to the courts without lawyers has
grown dramatically. Courts report that 80 percent of parties in family law cases are
representing themselves, as well as 90 percent of tenants and 34 percent of landlords in
eviction cases. The number of self-represented litigants has also steadily increased in
other areas of the law. Because court procedures were designed for lawyers, the large
number of people coming to the courts without lawyers presented new challenges in the
courts’ ability to efficiently process cases. For the past eight years, the Judicial Council
and its staff arm, the Administrative Office of the Courts (AOC), have worked on a group
of projects designed to assess and address the needs of the public and the courts with
respect to cases involving self-represented litigants.

In 1997, California’s family law facilitator program was implemented. Funding for this
program provided an attorney in each of the 58 counties to provide assistance with issues
of child support. In 1999, three pilot Family Law Information Centers were created to
address a broad array of family law matters involving low-income self-represented
litigants. In 2001, four conferences were held in which courts developed preliminary
action plans for serving self-represented litigants. To encourage further planning,
funding has been provided to local courts to assist in additional development and
implementation of these plans. As the courts continued to work at the local level, a
statewide Task Force on Self-Represented Litigants was appointed by the Chief Justice in
May 2001 and charged with developing a statewide Action Plan to Assist Self-
Represented Litigants for the judicial branch.

The Model Self-Help Center Pilot Program, implemented in 2002, is a key component of
this statewide plan. The program was designed to develop solutions to four major
challenges local courts said they faced in meeting the needs of self-represented litigants:

o Self-represented litigants need access to more legal information;
e Many people have limited English proficiency;
e Geographic and transportation barriers reduce access; and

e Resources are limited.



To respond to these issues, staff at the AOC’s Center for Families, Children & the Courts
devised five models and asked courts around the state to propose model self-help centers
in the following areas:

e Comprehensive self-help services in small rural courts;

e Services to a Spanish-speaking population;

e Services to a population speaking a range of languages;

e Use of technology to assist self-represented litigants; and

e Coordination and support for an array of services in a large urban community.

Courts that submitted proposals also had to agree to develop materials and information
for self-help centers that could be used statewide. Five proposals were selected for
implementation, and each program received the same amount of funding, $166,400 per
year; the selected projects also agreed to test a variety of new approaches. Whereas most
of the earlier court-based self-help programs had provided only family law assistance,
these models provided assistance in a broad range of civil cases.

The five pilot models chosen to participate in the project were:

1) Butte/Glenn/Tehama counties: This is a regional project designed to explore
how counties can work together to share self-help resources effectively and to
provide legal information and education to self-represented litigants in rural
areas where courts are spread over large distances and residents have limited
access to community legal services.

2) Fresno County: This is a Spanish-language project exploring ways to provide
services for a primarily Spanish-speaking population.

3) San Francisco County: This is a multilingual project testing methods to
provide services to litigants who speak a variety of languages.

4) Los Angeles County: This project is designed to test the most effective ways
for a large urban court to coordinate the various independent existing self-
help programs operated by the court and by legal services.

5) Contra Costa County: This is a technology project developed to assess the
potential of Internet technologies to assist individuals outside the courthouse
and to experiment with use of videoconferencing services to multiple
locations.

Over the course of two and a half years, the projects underwent a comprehensive
evaluation of the strategies they had designed and implemented. Data collected during
the evaluation included intake and service information on self-help center customers,
interviews with court and program staff and other stakeholders, court file review, post-
hearing interviews, and customer satisfaction surveys. The evaluation found that no



single model provides an all-inclusive solution for all courts. Instead, the evaluation
identifies a number of strategies that are highly effective in providing services to self-
represented litigants and that can be adopted by courts throughout the state. The
evaluation also identifies challenges for the courts as they implement these strategies.

Key Findings

Self-help centers are a valuable method for providing services to people who need
access to legal education and information and for improving the quality of justice
for litigants.
People who were interviewed during the evaluation, including judicial officers, court
staff, members of the bar, and representatives of community agencies, overwhelmingly
agreed that self-help services help self-represented
“I think that the self-help litigants navigate the justice system effectively. Most
centers are the most dramatic | gicial officers and court staff interviewed for the
;:;fggf::gig d?,,r PSS evaluation asserted that they can usually identify which
Fiesfdhio: Judle self-represented litigants have received assistance from
the self-help centers because they have a better
understanding of the process, their paperwork is more accurate, and they are better
prepared for court. Judicial officers reported that when self-represented litigants are able
to present their cases more effectively (in writing and verbally), the court has more
complete information on which to base its decision.

Self-help centers facilitate a litigant’s ability to participate effectively in the legal
process.
Data from a preliminary case file review suggest that receiving assistance from a self-
help center not only increases initial access to the justice system, it also facilitates a
litigant’s ability to participate more effectively in the court process in those matters in
which they are able to represent themselves. For example, with self-help center
assistance, plaintiffs in civil harassment cases
were able to prepare declarations containing “The selfhelp center @HY
enough specificity to greatly reduce the need for empeEn pevple, lEgie dhema
. . sense of what’s going to happen.
filing supplemental declarations. In unlawful

S } It reduces their stress. They feel
detainer cases, self-help center assistance appears | f,; petter about the legal

to contribute to the ability of defendants to raise process.”
affirmative defenses and to encourage landlords Commissioner
and tenants to reach settlements in such cases. Civil law

Data also suggest that when dissolution
petitioners receive assistance, they are more likely to raise all relevant issues correctly in
their initial pleadings, to file proper accompanying paperwork, and to accomplish service
of process. Improvements such as these are likely to contribute to a higher quality of
justice for self-represented litigants.




Self-help centers improve court efficiency.

According to people who were interviewed during site visits by the evaluation team
(hereafter respondents; see Appendix B for details), when a large number of previously
unassisted self-represented litigants began receiving assistance from a self-help center,
the court began to process cases more efficiently. The following are examples:

e (Cases that had been delayed in the court process due to a procedural problem
were corrected and completed;

e Paperwork presented to filing clerks was correct the first time, eliminating
repeated trips to the clerks’ window;

e Litigants appeared for hearing with papers properly served so cases could proceed
the first time, and many continuances were eliminated;

e Courtroom staff was interrupted less often by litigants asking for help;

e More responsive declarations were filed, giving the judicial officer more
information on which to base an order; and

e Litigants tended to understand the proceedings and ask appropriate questions so
that hearings could proceed more smoothly.

According to court employees and judicial officers interviewed for the evaluation, when
self-represented litigants are better prepared
“The litigants have correct paperwork, for court, have accurate paperwork and
timely filed. gbe‘/ U“derStanddWhﬁt s supporting documents, and have a better
going on in the courtroom and what is understanding of the court process, the court
expected of them. This expedites the . . .

is less likely to have to continue a case or to
court process. It has eased the calendars ) .
by reducing the numbers of cases that _make a d.eCISIOI’I based on mcqmplete
must be continued.” information. Less courtroom time was spent

Presiding Judge | responding to requests for help from self-

represented litigants; several judicial officers
also reported that having a place to send litigants to get their questions answered helps
them to maintain their appearance of neutrality on the bench.

Self-help centers help the court design systems to serve self-represented litigants
more effectively.

The programs also worked with the court to facilitate operational systems designed to
serve self-represented litigants more effectively. By identifying issues that self-
represented litigants face in trying to navigate the court system, the programs helped the
courts develop creative ways to process these cases more efficiently, saving time and
reducing frustration for both the litigants and the court staff. The following are some
examples of actions taken at various centers:

e Facilitating the implementation of pro per calendars (exclusively for hearings
involving self-represented litigants) so that in-court assistance can be provided,;



Redesigning the unlawful detainer settlement conference calendar to facilitate
assistance to self-represented litigants;

Standardizing procedures throughout multiple courthouses for processing default
divorce judgments;

Developing a small-estates affidavit procedure for self-represented litigants;

Preparing a packet to explain service of process for self-represented litigants,
which can be distributed at hearings regarding sanctions for failure to complete
service in civil cases; and

Implementing a small claims mediation program.

Self-help centers promote public trust and confidence in the court system;
litigants were highly satisfied with the services they received from the self-help

centers.
More than 80 percent of litigants surveyed at the self-help centers report that as a result of

assistance from the center they:

o . “The litigants are more aware of the
Understood their situations better; iseess, meve comirElle - mo
looking so much like a stranger in a

Knew more about how laws work;
strange land. They know the right

Knew what they needed to do next; questions to ask and seem aware of the
time limits for hearings. They are less
Were less worried about their frustrated than before.... They are just
situation; and more patient with the process.”
Judge
Were less confused about how the iy Doy
court works.

They also reported that center staff seemed knowledgeable, explained things clearly, and
treated them with respect. As the most helpful services, they ranked having staff to help
them with their forms and getting answers to their questions.

Post-hearing interviews indicated that, compared with litigants who had not been to the
self-help centers, litigants who had used such services were:

Less likely to be surprised by the outcome of the hearing;

Less likely to feel that the judge would have ruled differently if they had a lawyer;
and

More likely to report that they were extremely able to communicate with the
judge.

Self-help centers meet a great need for service in their communities.
Given the volume of services provided by the direct service programs and the high
proportion of customers who did not receive assistance from other resources, it is clear



that the pilot programs are meeting a huge need in their communities. More than 60
percent of the customers in each program reported that they did not seek help before
coming to the self-help center, and 70 percent or more had not considered hiring a
lawyer. The most common reason for representing themselves was that customers could
not afford a lawyer. The vast majority of customers had monthly household incomes of
$2,000 or less.

The ability to provide self-help services to Spanish-speaking litigants is critical.
Intake data show that Spanish is the language most commonly spoken by litigants who do
not speak English. This was true in all programs, including San Francisco County’s
multilingual project. The census, interpreter needs surveys, family court services, court-
based custody mediation data, and other data sources provide similar evidence. For
example, in fiscal year 2002—-2003, 84 percent of interpreting expenditures went to
Spanish language interpretation.

Directions for the Future

The Judicial Council should continue to implement the statewide Action Plan for Serving
Self-Represented Litigants approved by the Judicial Council in February 2004. The key
component of that plan is that court-based, attorney-staffed self-help centers should be
developed throughout the state. This evaluation points out major attributes that should be
considered in these self-help centers.

Videoconferencing and coordination between courts is an effective way to help
address issues of limited funding.

California has more than 25 rural counties with relatively small populations who have
little access to self-help services, combined with courts lacking the resources to provide
those services. The Self-Help Assistance Regional Project (SHARP) in
Butte/Glenn/Tehama counties implemented a regional model of service that allowed a
single managing attorney and her small staff to provide assistance in a range of case types
to thousands of self-represented litigants in four locations. SHARP used
videoconferencing, workshops, and the collaboration of other court programs to make the
regional model effective. Contra Costa County used a volunteer attorney to provide
workshops in one location that were broadcast to other court facilities, overcoming
geographic and transportation barriers. Having an attorney in one location who is able to
provide workshops, supervise staff, answer questions, and support paraprofessional staff
in other locations—all through videoconferencing—is a model that can be implemented
throughout the state to address geographic and transportation barriers.



Although knowledgeable and well-trained nonattorney staff can perform many
self-help center functions, the day-to-day availability of a managing attorney is
critical.
The presence of highly qualified managing attorneys to direct, train, supervise, and
manage nonattorney staff in a self-help center is critical. Some of the pilot programs
required that their directors be licensed attorneys, whereas others did not. Programs
headed by attorneys had several advantages. First,
day-to day availability of the attorneys’ legal “Staffing is critical. When you
expertise was invaluable to the nonattorney staff. Sta“f? I;roﬁraf_“ flmke sure that
The level of information and education given by | YoU ''nd the right person to
. direct it. Having an

self-help centers distinguishes them from other : .

) experienced attorney is best
areas of court operations. Staff must be able to

S because that person can speak
understand the procedural complexities of a case with authority, and from

from beginning to end. Familiarity with legal experience in the legal

terminology and professional ethics, along with community.”

ability to find the relevant law, are required. Presiding Judge
Family law

Furthermore, attorneys are trained to spot
problems such as improper ex parte
communications, improper legal advice, or court operations that impose unequal burdens
on self-represented litigants. Attorney supervision also assures that information given by
the court to the public will be reliable and accurate. When the managing attorney is
partnered with staff that are highly experienced in court operations, the combination of
professional expertise can contribute greatly to the ability of the self-help center to serve
the public as well as the court.

Volunteers can be used effectively to provide assistance; however, they should
not be relied on to perform core daily operations of a self-help center.

The pilot projects developed extremely promising models for recruiting and training
Volunteers performed a variety of tasks, including providing assistance in languages
other than English and helping with workshops. Programs also found, however, that
extensive reliance on volunteer help to perform core center functions can make consistent
quality and availability of service extremely difficult. Furthermore, volunteer turnover is
often high, resulting in an increased and recurring need for training.

Workshops are a valuable part of self-help center assistance.

The pilot projects found that workshops allowed a large number of litigants to be served
at one time. Videoconferencing workshops provided effective delivery of legal and
procedural information over physical distances. All of the direct service programs
experienced a steady monthly growth in customers, and all of the programs explored
ways of providing workshops. Workshops make efficient use of attorney time and allow
the centers to manage increasing demand. Workshops can effectively include preparation
for hearings and settlement conferences.



Self-help centers should be designed to provide services to litigants at all stages
of case processing.

Data from case file reviews indicate that self-represented litigants need assistance beyond
the point of entry into the legal system. Particularly in family law cases, assistance is
required to ensure that, once started, cases are actually completed, court orders written,
and judgments entered. The multipart workshops designed by the pilot programs to help
litigants complete their family law cases are a valuable model.

Self-help centers should be located at the courthouse.

Providing services at the courthouse is more efficient for both self-represented litigants
and court staff. Although a variety of services can be provided at outlying locations,
separating self-help centers from the core of court operations limits the day-to-day
contact between center staff and other court staff. Court staff members are often not fully
aware of the program and may not make referrals as easily. Having to make a second trip
to the center is a burden on customers who have gone to the courthouse for help—or who
have to go back and forth from the courthouse to the center if problems arise. Although
outposts are helpful for access to services, the main center should be at the courthouse.

The materials developed by the programs were helpful not only to provide
instruction in English and other languages but also to help the court serve self-
represented litigants more effectively; they should be disseminated statewide.
Each of the programs developed helpful instructions, translations, Web site content, and
materials to help the court meet the needs of self-represented litigants. These are posted
at www.courtinfo.ca.gov/programs/equalaccess/evaluation/5Spilots. The materials cover a
broad range of topics and include:

e Step-by-step instructional sheets;
e Scripts for handling telephone calls regarding different legal issues;
e Guidance in five languages on how to be an effective witness; and

e Referral slips that judges can use to inform self-help staff of the assistance that a
litigant needs.

In urban areas with a range of services, a coordinating function such as the Self-
Help Management Project can reduce duplication of services and provide
materials, curricula, and volunteer resources to all services in the area.

In Los Angeles, where coordination of existing providers was an issue, the Self-Help
Management Project coordinated key functions of these services and provided resources
to them. The management project helped the court plan new self-help services, served as
a clearinghouse for materials, developed standardized workshop curricula, found new
funding, and identified sources of volunteers and interns. The management project
helped improve communication among agencies and the court so that problems could be



identified and solved, new methods of service provision could be developed, and self-
represented litigants got better services.

Telephone assistance should be offered to help address geographic and
transportation barriers and enhance self-help center efficiency and effectiveness.
Some pilot projects were able to provide some assistance over the telephone. This
included identification of issues, determination of whether or not the center could provide
the help needed, case status information from the court’s registry of actions, and
substantial procedural information and education on a variety of legal topics. Telephone
contact facilitates assistance to individuals who cannot get to the self-help center during
business hours due to work, lack of child care, or disability.

Triage of cases is a critical function in the operation of self-help centers.

When customers first enter the self-help center, assessment of their legal needs (triage) is
critical to the operation of the program. Initial determinations must be made about what
cases the center can and cannot handle, and appropriate referrals should be made for legal
representation. The pilot programs developed methods to help assess what type of
services a litigant needs, including identifying the legal issue and its complexity, the
status of the case, and the litigants’ ability to understand the proceedings. To do triage,
staff need a thorough knowledge of relevant court procedures, as well as possible
referrals and resources for self-represented litigants.

Self-help centers have the capacity to meet the needs of many non-English
speakers.

Data from interviews and case file review demonstrate that customers who got help in
centers providing services in languages other than English were able to do at least as well
as a randomly selected group of self-represented litigants who were not specifically
targeted as non-English speaking.

Bilingual/bicultural staff are required to provide efficient services in counties
where a significant proportion of the population speak a language other than
English.

The self-help centers found that the use of volunteers to interpret for paid staff was not an
effective substitute for bilingual center staff. Non-English-speaking litigants come from
cultures with different legal systems. They require staff not only to translate words, but
also to help them understand the basic concepts and differences from their system. Staff
must be sensitive to differences in interpersonal dynamics and orientations to authority
based on a customer's native culture, and they need to interact with customers
accordingly. Recruiting bilingual and bicultural staff should be a priority to provide
efficient service and build trust in the community.



Interpreters are needed in family law and other civil hearings.
Both centers whose services focused on non-English speakers found that besides
providing interpreters at the centers, they needed to send interpreters into the courtroom
“Having interpreters available in the for people whose cases required hearings. Each
courtroom is an enormous help. of the language programs developed a system to
Without them, the only options have | Provide volunteer interpreter services for those
been boyfriends, girlfriends, children, | cases in which court-supplied interpreters are not
some inappropriate person or no one | mandated. (Funding is currently not available for
at all. With interpreters available we interpreters in family law and other civil
can proceed the first time—it reduces | poaringsy Judicial officers and court staff
our continuances. . .
explained that when self-represented litigants
were accompanied by interpreters, fewer cases
were continued or cases heard and decided with
questionable information provided by informal interpreters.

Judge
Family law

Limiting self-help center services to non-English-speaking litigants is not practical
when comparable English-language services are not available.

Both language access projects found that providing services only to non-English-
speaking litigants when no comparable services were available for English speakers
resulted in a high demand for services provided in English. The programs found that it
was not feasible to deny services to English-speaking litigants. In addition, a notably
large number of those who spoke a language other than English at home nevertheless
wanted to receive services in English.

Given limited funding, providing self-help assistance in a variety of languages
remains significantly challenging and requires strong volunteer support.

Although it is preferable to have bilingual and bicultural staff, providing services in a
variety of languages potentially means that one or more staff members must be proficient
in each of the target languages, a goal that would be difficult or prohibitively expensive
to achieve. Relying on other court staff with language skills, although helpful at times,
proved difficult given the significant cutbacks in court staffing during the study period.
Volunteers were used effectively at San Francisco’s multilingual center, allowing it to
provide one-on-one or workshop services to non-English-proficient customers in
languages other than Spanish. Having volunteers available by telephone helps to alleviate
the problem of litigants coming to the self-help center at times when no services are
available in their language.

Coordination with existing community programs is one way to serve multilingual
populations.

Another effective way to serve communities that speak a variety of languages is to
develop relationships with community resources that serve those populations to help with
outreach, establish trust, and provide translation of information. Providing workshops at
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those agencies and being available for referral support for their staff are efficient ways to
reach out to broader communities.

Court-based self-help programs should be integrated as much as possible to
increase efficiency and quality of service.
Collaborating with existing resources is critical to creating a successful program. Given

the limited resources provided, the opportunity to — .

. ) . : [t is very important for a self-
work with the small claims advisor, family law help center to work very closely
facilitator, public law libraries, legal services self- with the parts of the court
help providers, and clerk staff were critical for handling the cases that the
effective functioning of the programs. Sharing of center also handles."
expertise, space, volunteers, and professional and Commissioner
support staff can increase efficiency and the ability of Plrcloaice

programs to serve more litigants.

Web sites with self-help information are effective in responding to geographic and
transportation problems.

Providing information using self-help Web sites is another strategy to address geographic
and transportation difficulties. Using the Web overcomes problems associated with the
schedules of both litigants and self-help services (for example, courthouses are open
during the hours when most people are at work). Web sites can also help people who are
exploring their options, are finding information for family and friends, or may not want
or need to take a trip to the courthouse at that stage in their case.

In-person support appears to be needed to assist people who are not traditional
computer users.

Self-help Web site content currently appears to be used by people who are regular users
of the Internet. Reports from interviews and usage testing, however, indicate the potential
usefulness of providing Web-based assistance in a courthouse setting—where litigants
may not fit the typical Web site user profile—in coordination with in-person staff
assistance. Programs should also consider strategies for expanding the access to Web site
content by people who are not typical Internet users, for example, by partnering with
community agencies that serve these populations and integrating content into services
provided at physical locations. Contra Costa County is in the process of implementing
these strategies now, and the results should be shared with other programs.

Conclusion

In the statewide Action Plan for Serving Self-Represented Litigants, the task force
reported finding a unity of interest between the courts and the public regarding assistance
to self-represented litigants. This evaluation supports that finding. While the Model
Self-Help Center Pilot Programs were successful in providing valuable services to self-
represented litigants, they also facilitated the ability of the courts to manage these cases
efficiently. Because the models targeted specific areas of need, they were not designed to

11



provide an all-inclusive solution to serving self-represented litigants. As a group, the
projects offer a range of strategies that courts and programs should consider in
developing more comprehensive self-help services, taking into account their unique
issues and needs. This evaluation found, as did the Task Force on Self-Represented
Litigants, that self-help centers are an optimal strategy for providing legal information
and education to the public. Furthermore, self-help centers can effectively provide
services in languages other than English, particularly through the use of volunteers. The
ability to provide bilingual services to Spanish-speaking litigants was found to be
particularly critical due to the high level of demand. Regional planning was found to be
effective in areas with few community resources. Videoconferencing, telephone help
lines, and Web-based assistance can be successful in reaching individuals in distant
geographic locations. It was also found that integration of self-help services could
maximize assistance to the public and avoid duplication of effort.

In February 2004, the Judicial Council adopted the recommendations set out in the
Statewide Action Plan for Serving Self-Represented Litigants. The first of those
recommendations reads as follows: “In order to expedite the processing of cases
involving self-represented litigants and increase access to justice for the public, court-
based, staffed self-help centers should be developed throughout the state.” The findings
in this evaluation strongly support this recommendation. The specific lessons learned by
the five Model Self-Help Center Pilot Projects, strategies they employed, and materials
they developed should be of great benefit as the implementation of the Statewide Action
Plan proceeds, and all of California’s courts continue developing their own self-help
centers.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Model Self-Help Center Pilot Program

In 2002, the Judicial Council of California, Administrative Office of the Courts (AOC),
introduced the Model Self-Help Center Pilot Program, which provides funding for five
new self-help projects designed to address difficulties faced by self-represented litigants
in navigating the court system. Operating in seven California counties, these projects are
intended to provide examples of innovative practices for future self-help services in
counties across California. The demonstration project aims to increase the effectiveness
and the reach of court-based self-help programs, as well as to increase the efficiency and
effectiveness of the courts in handling cases involving self-represented litigants.

To start the program, the AOC asked the courts for applications to implement five models
that would respond to three specific challenges that California’s courts face: providing
self-represented litigants with access to more legal information, assisting a large
population of people with limited English proficiency; and overcoming geographic and
transportation barriers. The five models were built around five core tasks:

e Providing comprehensive self-help services in small rural courts;

e Providing services to a Spanish-speaking population;

e Providing services to a population speaking a range of languages;

e Developing and implementing technology for self-represented litigants; and

e Coordinating and supporting an array of services in a large urban community.

Proposals from around the state were submitted, and five pilot projects were selected, one
to implement each of the models. The five demonstration projects awarded funding are
described below.

Butte/Glenn/Tehama. This is a regional project designed to explore how counties can
work together to share self-help resources effectively and to provide legal information
and education to self-represented litigants in rural areas, where they are spread over large
distances and have limited access to community legal services.

Fresno. This is a Spanish-language project exploring ways to provide services for a
primarily Spanish-speaking population.

San Francisco. This is a multilingual project testing methods to provide services to
litigants who speak a variety of languages.
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Los Angeles. This project is designed to see how a large urban jurisdiction can
coordinate the various independent existing self-help programs operated by the court and
by legal services.

Contra Costa. This is a technology project developed to assess the potential of the
Internet to assist individuals without requiring them to come to the courthouse and to
experiment with use of videoconferencing services to serve multiple locations.

The pilot centers were selected after a careful review of 21 proposals. Each of the
projects received the same amount of funding, $166,400 per year, and each had to be
supervised by an attorney. No single project was expected to provide an all-inclusive
program for serving self-represented litigants. Each of the programs had to be new rather
than an expansion of ongoing services so that the development of the centers could be
studied and data available for analysis would be comparable. Projects agreed to
participate in an extensive evaluation of their development and success in meeting their
objectives to help assess the best strategies and techniques for addressing the identified
challenges.

Berkeley Policy Associates (BPA), in partnership with Northwest Professional
Consortium (NPC) Research, conducted an evaluation of the five self-help pilot projects
between the fall of 2002 and the summer of 2004. Their work was supplemented by
additional research and analysis by AOC staff. The goal of the evaluation was to
document the effectiveness of the five models in improving the experiences and
outcomes of self-represented litigants in the California court system. The results of this
evaluation are described in this report.

Self-Represented Litigants in California Courtrooms

Increasing numbers of litigants in California courtrooms represent themselves rather than
hire an attorney to represent them.* Rates of self-represented litigants are high in several
areas of law in California. For example, an average of 34 percent of unlawful detainer
petitioners and more than 90 percent of unlawful detainer defendants are self-represented.
More than 20 percent of probate petitioners are self-represented at the time of filing.
Two-thirds of family law petitioners are self-represented at the time of filing, and this
rate appears to be even higher for large counties.’

These self-represented litigants face challenges at every step of the court process, from
filling out and filing initial court forms to understanding and acting on court orders. The
court faces challenges in assisting these litigants and incorporating them into the justice
system while maintaining a functional level of efficiency, high standards of equality

! Administrative Office of the Courts, Judicial Council of California, “Program Descriptions: Model Self-
Help Centers Pilot Program,”
http://www.courtinfo.ca.gov/programs/cfcc/programs/description/pilotshcenters.htm (accessed June 28,
2004).

2 Judicial Council of California, Report of the Task Force on Self-Represented Litigants and Statewide
Action Plan for Serving Self-Represented Litigants (February 2004).
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under the law, and adequate access to justice for all. The difficulties experienced by self-
represented litigants grow significantly when they do not speak English, especially when
interpretation resources are limited or unavailable, as is the case in many courts.

Barriers Faced by Self-Represented Litigants

Although judicial processes and the courtroom experience itself can be intimidating to
all, this anxiety may be heightened when a litigant enters the system without the help of
an attorney. The legal system relies heavily on proper terminology, etiquette, and often
opaque, mandatory procedures. Self-represented litigants often lack adequate preparation
and familiarity with the process. Once in court, if not before, litigants encounter legal
terminology with which they may not be familiar. According to interviews conducted for
this evaluation, it is not uncommon for self-represented litigants to have difficulty
following through on legal assistance they receive, and as a result, they either get stuck at
a particular step in the process or give up entirely. Self-represented litigants face
numerous barriers in their attempts to access the justice system. These include:

o Self-represented litigants often lack knowledge about how to initiate a legal
action. They may not know where to go first or even what questions to ask. Court
officials interviewed for this evaluation stated that this is a major barrier, and it is
likely that many potential cases are never brought because would-be litigants do
not know where to begin.

o Self-represented litigants lack familiarity with legal terms used in mandatory
forms and hearings. Even among native-English speakers, legal terminology can
be confusing and off-putting. Litigants often need legal terms explained to them
in plain English.

o Self-represented litigants are often unable to accurately complete mandatory
forms due to the complicated nature of the forms, limited English proficiency, or
low educational attainment.

e Respondents interviewed for the evaluation report that self-represented litigants
often misunderstand procedural requirements, especially those regarding properly
serving or giving notice to the other party.

e Finally, self-represented litigants lack the familiarity with court procedures
needed to fully follow or comprehend court proceedings, resulting in
misunderstandings about orders given in court or uncertainty about the next step
in the process.

Difficulties facing self-represented litigants increase significantly for non-English
speakers. The California Constitution mandates that court proceedings be conducted in
English exclusively. Different courts have different rules regarding interpreters, although
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in all courts, interpreters are provided for criminal and domestic violence cases.* Some
courts have more extensive protocols authorizing court-appointed interpreters for specific
types of cases, but the range of interpretation services offered is driven in large part by
the availability of funding as well as lack of certified interpreters. As a result of the lack
of interpreter services in most civil cases, it is usually the litigant’s responsibility to bring
an interpreter. Even if they have some proficiency in English, some litigants may find it
difficult to speak or understand English when under the stress of participating in the court
process. According to a bench officer interviewed for this evaluation, “whatever English
facility [non-English-speaking self-represented litigants] have deserts them. They are
upset to be there.”

Consequences for Court Efficiency

In February 2004, the Judicial Council of California approved its Statewide Action Plan
for Serving Self-Represented Litigants in response to the challenges posed by the
increasing volume of self-representation.* Courts are designed to process cases in which
litigants have legal representation, and the increasing level of self-representation has had
a profound impact on the court system. Furthermore, budgetary constraints exacerbate
these challenges by limiting resources that might otherwise be available to assist self-
represented litigants. According to the Action Plan and data from interviews conducted
for the evaluation, the increasing number of self-represented litigants poses the following
administrative and management challenges for the court:

e Cases may take longer to resolve because of continuances ordered when self-
represented litigants do not have sufficient information or have not followed
procedures properly;

o There is a lack of sufficient or comprehensive resources to which self-represented
litigants may be referred for assistance, often leaving court staff to try to meet
litigants® needs for information and help;

o Effectively presiding over a calendar of self-represented litigants requires greater
resources than is necessary for a calendar of litigants with legal representation;
and

e Many self-represented litigants have limited English proficiency, and court
resources to assist them are inadequate. Court services and materials are often not
available in languages other than English.

® Court-appointed interpreters are not typically available for noncriminal cases, including family or other
civil law cases. See Jara v. Municipal Court for San Antonio Judicial Dist. (1978) 21 Cal.3d 181. Under
California Evidence Code Section 755, the court “shall provide” an interpreter in domestic violence,
parental rights, and divorce proceedings when one party does not speak English and when a protective
order has been sought or is being sought.

* Judicial Council of California, Report of the Task Force on Self-Represented Litigants and Statewide
Action Plan for Serving Self-Represented Litigants (February 2004).
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Services for Self-Represented Litigants

Although resources are limited, self-represented litigants in California courts have a
number of different ways to obtain assistance in preparing for, presenting, and following
through on their cases. Depending on the type of case, legal assistance may be available
from advocacy groups, the Internet, public and law libraries, community centers, and the
courts themselves. The availability of self-help resources for litigants varies considerably
from court to court across California. Two formal resources for self-represented litigants
are available in every county: the family law facilitator and some type of a small claims
advisory service. Those services, along with additional programs available in some
counties, are described below.

Each county has an Office of the Family Law Facilitator. These facilitators are attorneys
with experience in family law who assist self-represented litigants with cases involving
child support and spousal support.> Many courts have provided supplemental funding to
allow the facilitators to provide additional family law assistance. Services may be
provided in a variety of ways.® To provide assistance with other types of family law
cases, pilot Family Law Information Centers were established in conjunction with the
Office of the Family Law Facilitator in Los Angeles, Fresno, and Sutter counties. These
Family Law Information Centers can provide assistance with dissolution of marriage,
paternity, child support enforcement, domestic violence prevention, and other family law
matters.’

In addition to family law services, counties are required by law to provide assistance with
small claims cases, and in many counties, litigants receive assistance from a small claims
advisor. This person provides information on procedures for filing a claim. Depending on
the volume of cases filed in small claims court, counties may provide services via
recorded messages, literature available in the court, or individual personal services.?

In more than half of California counties, courts have self-help centers that offer a wider
range of services to self-represented litigants in a variety of different cases.’ The
availability and scope of services, along with the types of cases and issues covered, vary
across the counties, with the range of services driven in large part by available funding.
The courts themselves operate most self-help centers, but sometimes, centers are
sponsored by the court in cooperation with other organizations, such as legal services
organizations, county bar associations, and county human services agencies.

> California Family Code, section 10000.

® F. Harrison, D. Chase, and L. T. Surh, “California’s Family Law Facilitator Program: A New Paradigm
for the Courts” (2000) 2 Journal of the Center for Families, Children & the Courts, pp. 61-97.

"D. Chase, B. Hough, and C. Huffine, Judicial Council of California, A Report to the California
Legislature: Family Law Information Centers: An Evaluation of Three Pilot Programs (March 2003).

8 California Department of Consumer Affairs, “Basic Considerations and Questions: What is Small Claims
Court?” http://lwww.dca.ca.gov/legal/small_claims/basic_info.htm (accessed June 28, 2004).

® Judicial Council of California, Report of the Task Force on Self-Represented Litigants and Statewide
Action Plan for Serving Self-Represented Litigants (February 2004).
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In addition to these formal resources available to self-represented litigants, court clerks
are often called upon to assist customers. Clerks are often the first point of contact for
anyone needing help at the courthouse. Court clerks and their staff assist customers,
including lawyers and self-represented litigants, with the filing of legal papers, provide
court forms, explain court rules and schedules, and offer general information about how
to locate legal representation and obtain legal assistance. However, the level of
assistance available from clerks varies significantly throughout the state and even
between clerks based upon their training and experience in the court.

The California Courts Web site, maintained by the AOC, has an online self-help center
(http://www.courtinfo.ca.gov/selfhelp) that provides information and assistance with a
range of cases and refers visitors to local courts and other legal service providers for
further assistance. The information on the Web site is presented in both English and
Spanish. Some materials are also available in Vietnamese, Chinese, and Korean.

Systemic Review and Planning

In the spring of 2001, four regional conferences were held in California to discuss how
courts and communities could work together to address the needs of self-represented
litigants. More than 600 people attended these conferences, representing 57 out of 58 of
California’s counties. In the course of the conferences, courts began to develop local
action plans to assist self-represented litigants. To support the further development of
those plans and active community involvement in the planning, the Judicial Council
made $300,000 of Trial Court Improvement Funds available in 2000-2001 to assist
courts in developing their action plans. An additional $300,000 has been offered in each
successive year to assist courts that had not yet received planning funds and to provide
funding to begin implementation of plans developed by the courts.

To date, 53 courts serving more than 99 percent of California’s population have
participated in this action planning process. As part of that process, the courts assessed
the barriers faced by self-represented litigants with respect to access to justice. Three
basic themes emerged from the majority of these local plans.™

Access to legal information. Lack of access to legal information for self-represented
litigants was the central theme in all the action plans that were submitted. Smaller courts
expressed this concern more frequently and also reported a serious shortage of
community resources for self-represented litigants, particularly legal aid services. In the
large counties, the lack of access to legal information seemed to be attributed more
frequently to the enormous numbers of people needing services compared with the extent
of the available services and to language barriers.

9D, Chase and B. Hough, Judicial Council of California, A Report and Analysis of Action Plans
Throughout California: Integrating Services for Self-Represented Litigants Into the Court System (June
2003).
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Language access. All of the action plans mentioned the need for language access. The
non-English language mentioned most frequently was Spanish.

Geographic/distance access. Nearly 60 percent of the local action plans reported that
self-represented litigants had serious problems getting to locations where services are
available. Most of the large and medium-size courts proposed geographic solutions such
as outpost facilities or mobile vans. Smaller courts tended to rely more on technological
solutions such as telephone help lines, videoconferencing, and Web sites.

Many of the courts that received grants to implement the five pilot self-help centers had
actively participated in this planning process. That work became the basis for thoughtful
proposals and implementation efforts, both involving a tremendous amount of
collaboration with the community.

These local plans were used to develop the Statewide Action Plan for Serving Self-
Represented Litigants, approved by the Judicial Council in February 2004. It was written
by the Judicial Council’s Task Force on Self-Represented Litigants, appointed by Chief
Justice Ronald M. George and chaired by Associate Justice Kathleen O’Leary. The task
force was composed of a diverse group of individuals from throughout the state,
representing the judiciary, bar, legal services, county government, court-based self-help
center staff, law librarians, and the public. In addition to studying the plans developed by
the trial courts, the task force consulted with Judicial Council Advisory Committees on
specific concerns and with experts in serving self-represented litigants.

The task force identified a unity of interest between the courts and the public with respect
to assistance for self-represented litigants. Lack of legal assistance was clearly identified
as an enormous barrier for the public, and the task force recognized that it also represents
a serious structural gap for the courts. Its report makes it clear that managing cases
involving self-represented litigants is routine business at every level of court
operations—from filing through calendaring, records management, and courtroom
hearings. The report suggests that as courts plan during this period of fiscal austerity,
attention to a realistic strategy for handling these cases will be imperative to achieve net
savings. To increase access to justice for the public and to enhance the court’s ability to
efficiently handle cases in which litigants are self-represented, the task force made the
following key recommendations.

1. Court-based, staffed self-help centers, supervised by attorneys, are the optimum
way for courts to facilitate the timely and cost-effective processing of cases
involving self-represented litigants, to increase access to the courts, and to
improve delivery of justice to the public.

2. For the efficient operation of today’s courts, well-designed strategies to serve self-
represented litigants and to effectively manage their cases at all stages must be
incorporated and budgeted as core court functions.
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3. Partnerships between the courts and other governmental and community-based
legal and social service organizations are critical to providing the comprehensive
services required for success.

This evaluation supports the recommendations of the task force and suggests ways to
effectively respond to the needs of self-represented litigants.

Evaluation Design

The evaluation design was developed collaboratively by the AOC, BPA, NPC, and staff
of the self-help pilot projects, with input from members of an Evaluation Advisory Board
(see Appendix A for a list of members). The goals of the evaluation included
documenting the experiences of self-represented litigants, describing the scope and nature
of program services, documenting the startup of the self-help programs as well as their
progress, and measuring the effects of these programs on outcomes for self-represented
litigants and the courts. The study design uses the following research methods to address
these goals.

Site visits. Researchers from BPA and NPC conducted two rounds of site visits to each of
the five demonstration projects, which included in-depth interviews with project staff and
other stakeholders. Visits were conducted in Spring 2003 and again in Spring 2004.
Those interviewed were selected because they were intimately involved in the operation
and design of the centers or because they interact personally with self-represented
litigants. These interviews provided data on the implementation and operation of the
centers, as well as qualitative data on customer barriers, litigant outcomes, and court
efficiency outcomes.

Intake data. Customers who visited the centers were asked to complete intake forms that
captured customer demographic information, including questions about their experiences
with seeking legal representation. Each customer was asked to complete one intake form
for a particular case, regardless of the number of times he or she visited the center.
According to program staff, some customers of the self-help centers did not complete
these forms due to low reading/writing skills, low English or Spanish proficiency, or
anxiety about how the data would be used. The bulk of these data were collected between
March and December 2003, although intake data also were collected in March 2004 to
capture program activities toward the end of the pilot project funding. In Contra Costa
County, a “pop-up” form asked Web site users for basic demographic information
between February and October 2004.

Service tracking data. Center staff members were asked to complete service tracking
forms describing the service provided for each customer they saw. These forms were
completed for customers served between March and December 2003 and then again in
March 2004 to capture program activities toward the end of the pilot project funding. In
addition, center staff completed forms on workshops held at their centers in March 2004
to document the number of workshops, attendance, topic, and service delivery method. In
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Contra Costa County, a “pop-up” form asked Web site users for information about their
use of the Web site. Along with the intake forms, these data provided information
relevant to litigant outcomes, as well as descriptive data on self-help customers and the
volume of customers served by each center.

Court file review. AOC staff reviewed court records involving self-represented litigants
in May and June 2004 to document the effects of self-help center implementation on
court efficiency, including filings of court forms, continuances, and court orders. The
reviews were completed for a sample of cases in which at least one party accessed
services at the self-help centers and also a sample of cases in which none of the litigants
used the pilot self-help centers.

Post-hearing interviews. Researchers from BPA and NPC conducted two rounds of
interviews with self-represented litigants: in Spring 2003 and Spring 2004. The purpose
of this evaluation component was to describe the experiences and preparation of self-
represented litigants and to capture their assessment of their courtroom experience as well
as their understanding of the case and the process. Results of this evaluation component
are also discussed in detail in Chapter 7.

Customer satisfaction surveys. During a two-week snapshot period in May 2004, AOC
and program staff distributed customer satisfactions surveys to drop-in and workshop
customers to assess the helpfulness of services provided by the programs.

A different research design was employed for the Los Angeles County project because its
program design, goals, and activities were different from those at the four other self-help
pilot sites. This design consisted of three primary activities: site visits, monthly activity
logs, and provider telephone surveys.

Although they were not part of the original evaluation design, several other data sources
were consulted to provide background information or complement research findings,
including quarterly progress reports submitted to the AOC by center directors, structured
writing exercises completed by center directors, project proposals, project invoices, notes
from conference calls and meetings of all pilot project staff, review of Web tracking data
and user testing for the Contra Costa Web site, other evaluations of self-help programs,
U.S. Census data on county population, and Judicial Branch Statistical Information
System (JBSIS) data for background information on court filings.

These components and their limitations are described in more detail in Appendix B. Data
were collected between March 2003 and November 2004.

About this Report

This report presents the results of the evaluation of the five pilot projects. Chapters 2
through 6 highlight the accomplishments and challenges of each of the five projects,
Chapter 7 explores findings from the post-hearing interviews and detailed analysis of the
customer satisfaction data across all sites, and Chapter 8 discusses the lessons learned
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across all project sites and offers recommendations for future self-help centers. Chapter 9
describes lessons learned from the evaluation process and directions for future research.
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Chapter 2

Butte County: Regional Collaboration Model

PROGRAM SNAPSHOT

MODEL TYPE: REGIONAL COLLABORATION MODEL

Hours:

Location:

Number of Customers Served:

Number of Staff:
(As of May 2004)

Number of Volunteers:

Case Types Served:

Types of services rendered:

Methods of Service Delivery:

Red Bluff: Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. (21 hours
per week)

Willows: Tuesday, Thursday and Friday, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. (21 hours
per week)

Oroville: Monday through Thursday, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.; Friday 9 a.m. to
noon (31 hours per week)

Chico: Monday and Wednesday, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.; Friday 9 a.m. to
noon (17 hours per week)

Red Bluff, Tehama County: Court annex building (same block as
courthouse)

Willows, Glenn County: At the courthouse

Oroville, Butte County: Court annex building (two miles from
courthouse)

Chico, Butte County: Court annex building (next to courthouse)

Monthly Average (June 2003 — September 2003): 1,220
(approximately 50% served in person and
50% by telephone)

Managing attorney (.5 FTE )
Paralegal (1.0 FTE)
Three Office Assistants (1.25 FTE)

Average 3 at any time

All areas of family law not covered by family law facilitator: dissolution,
summary dissolution, motion for non child or spousal support.
Guardianships including establishing, opposing, obtaining visitation in
and alternatives to probate guardianship. Unlawful detainer (tenant
and landlord), civil harassment, domestic violence restraining orders
(petitions and responses), name changes, civil complaints and
answers, change of venue motions, miscellaneous civil, small claims,
collecting a judgment.

Procedural information, assistance filling out forms, explanation of
court orders, referrals to additional legal assistance, development of
self-help materials, training and assistance for community
organizations.

One-on-one assistance by staff over the telephone; service to walk-in
customers including forms packets, forms completion, workshop
scheduling and providing additional materials; one-on-one assistance
by legal staff via teleconferencing equipment; language interpretation
via teleconferencing equipment; teleconferenced workshops focused
on forms completion.
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Background

Butte, Glenn, and Tehama are three contiguous counties in the north-central part of
California. Butte County’s population of 203,000 ranks near the midpoint among the 58
California counties. Glenn County at 26,000 and Tehama County at 56,000 are much
smaller. The majority of residents of Glenn and Tehama counties live in rural areas, as do
about 40 percent of Butte County residents. Compared with larger urban areas of the state
and with the central valley region, these counties have proportionately more white non-
Hispanic residents (78 percent) and fewer Hispanic or Latino residents (13 percent),
proportionately fewer people who speak a language other than English at home (14
percent), and proportionately more people older than 65 (15 percent). The three counties’
combined poverty rate is 19 percent, putting them in the poorest quartile of California
counties.'

The Office of the Family Law Facilitator is one of the few sources on the demographics
of the self-represented litigants coming to court. Customers of the family law facilitator
in the three-county region are generally similar to the U.S. census population in ethnicity
and in the language spoken (94 percent spoke English). Compared with the region’s
overall population, many more customers of the family law facilitator appear to be living
in poverty. About 54 percent of customers report an individual monthly income of less
than $1,000.

Rural and semi-rural northern California are characterized by high unemployment,
limited social services, limited public transportation, long distances to population centers,
and an aging population. In providing services to residents, rural courts and local
governments face the problems of extremely small budgets, a limited pool of attorneys
and other professionals, and limited or nonexistent university and community services
available to the public.

As of July 2001, Butte County had 10 judges and 2 commissioners; Glenn county had 2
judges and 1 commissioner, and Tehama County had 4 judges and one commissioner.
Butte County had 122 court employees, with about 20 in Glenn County and 42 in Tehama
County. During the fiscal year 2002-2003, the Administrative Office of the Courts
(AOC) reports case filings for the three counties as detailed in figure 2.1.

11 U.S. Bureau of the Census. Census 2000.
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Figure 2.1
FY 2002-03 Case Filings for Butte, Glenn and Tehama Counties
Judicial Branch Statistical Information System (JBSIS)

Butte Glenn Tehama Total
Family law 3,753 587 1,252 5,592
Probate 613 59 164 836
Small claims 1,498 103 589 2,190
Limited civil 2,868 167 638 3,673

Description of Model

Goals of Program

The Self-Help Assistance Regional Project (SHARP) shows how self-help services can
be provided to self-represented litigants in rural areas through the innovative use of
technology, program coordination, and staff resources. SHARP’s initial goals were:

e To develop a regional program including self-help centers at several court sites in
three rural counties, allowing the three superior courts to use the same program
design, professional staff, administration, self-help curricula, and development of
materials;

e To link the self-help centers through videoconferencing equipment so that
workshops, one-on-one assistance, and staff supervision can be conducted by a
single managing attorney; and

e To provide self-help services to the range of case types that are needed in areas
where very few services are available to self-represented litigants, including
family law, guardianship, unlawful detainer, domestic violence restraining orders
(DVROs), and civil harassment.

Focus Areas of Law

In 2002, the Butte County Self-Represented Litigants Planning Committee conducted an
assessment to determine the greatest needs of self-represented litigants. This needs
assessment included an inventory of the few services that were then available to self-
represented litigants in the county: the family law facilitator, Legal Services of Northern
California, Community Legal Information of California State University, Chico, the local
domestic violence advocacy program, the county law library, and the small claims
advisor. Very few services were available to self-represented litigants in the other two
counties. This limited number of services for self-represented litigants is common in rural
areas.

Based on this needs assessment, SHARP anticipated focusing on these case types: family
law not addressed by the family law facilitator (i.e., issues other than child support),
small claims, unlawful detainers, eviction, fair housing, employment, Supplemental
Security Income (SSI), enforcement of judgments, guardianships, name changes,
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bankruptcy, criminal appeals, probate, general civil procedures, tax issues, tenant
housing, and senior law issues.

When they opened in 2002, the centers focused primarily on all areas of family law not
covered by the family law facilitator, including summary dissolution, orders to show
cause, and notice of motion for non-child support issues such as custody and visitation of
children, other financial matters, and finalization of judgment. The centers also
addressed, but not as a primary legal service, guardianships, unlawful detainer, civil
harassment, domestic violence restraining orders and responses to them, name changes,
civil complaints and answers, change of venue motions, some limited civil matters,
mediations, and drafting stipulations.

By the end of 2003, the centers had expanded the primary areas of law served beyond
family law to unlawful detainer (landlord and tenant), guardianships, small claims, and
limited civil matters. By mid-2004, SHARP added name changes, expungements, money
judgment collection, stepparent adoptions, and emancipations. In 2004, of the 119
workshops given by SHARP during a sample reporting month, 52% were on an area of
family law, 9% on civil harassment and domestic violence, 10% on unlawful detainer,
and 29% on other topics including stepparent adoptions, guardianships, and other civil
matters.

Project Planning and Start-up

Prior to receiving the grant for the SHARP project, Butte County received a planning
grant from the AOC. A Self-Represented Litigants Planning Committee was formed,
including a supervising judge, family law facilitator, small claims advisor, legal services
director, and other staff from public and nonprofit agencies. Both the Butte and Glenn
County courts and departments were involved in the planning. A summit conference in
October 2001 launched a community needs assessment of more than 50 stakeholders,
including a survey of those who used community agencies and a resource directory of
existing legal services for self-represented litigants. The Planning Committee also formed
subcommittees to address funding, training, resources, and data collection/needs
assessment. This information-gathering process conducted by the advisory group fed into
the planning for the SHARP centers. Members of the bench and the court executive
officers from both Butte and Glenn counties were active in planning the project. Because
Butte and Glenn counties had a tradition of using a regional model in many service areas
(for example, a collaborative mentoring program operated through the family and
children services departments), the regional model for the self-help pilot project grant
seemed appropriate. The two counties decided to invite Tehama County to join in their
collaboration, and the court executive and presiding judge in Tehama were both
enthusiastic about participating.

After funding for the model regional self-help centers was received, the managing
attorney was hired in August 2002 and located in an office at Butte County’s main
courthouse in Oroville. Between August and November, the managing attorney held
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planning meetings with judges and court staff and asked court clerks to distribute a
customer needs survey to self-represented litigants. In November, SHARP opened its first
self-help center in the downtown courthouse in Oroville, about two miles from the main
courthouse. In January 2003, SHARP opened the self-help center in Red Bluff, Tehama
County, across the street from the main Tehama courthouse and began holding
workshops in Chico, Butte County, in an annex building directly opposite the Chico
courthouse. In April, SHARP opened the Glenn County self-help center in Willows in an
office within the courthouse. By then, SHARP was providing teleconferenced workshops
at all four sites.

All locations are accessible as required under the Americans with Disabilities Act
(ADA). Public transportation to and from outlying areas in these counties is limited, but
within the towns themselves, the SHARP locations are easily accessible. Although few
signs direct customers to the centers, more than one-half of customers are referred to the
centers by court clerks or other court staff, who provide directions.

The original SHARP staff consisted of the managing attorney, a paralegal, a paid
assistant, a cadre of student volunteers (four to seven per semester), and two attorneys
who conducted some workshops under contract. The roles and responsibilities of the staff
members are described in more detail in the staffing section.

Populations Served

Volume

SHARRP serves an overall regional population of 285,700 residents. In the last period
reported, November 2003 to April 2004, SHARP served an average of 1,208 customers
per month, apportioned as follows: Butte County, 723; Glenn County, 182; Tehama
County, 298 (see figure 2.2 for details). About 60 percent of SHARP customers are
served in Butte County, 25 percent in Tehama County, and 15 percent in Glenn County.
The self-help centers experienced a 40 percent increase in customers during their first
year of operation. Of SHARP customer contacts, about 51 percent are telephone, 31
percent walk in, and 17 percent workshop. An estimated 27 percent of customers have
previously visited SHARP self-help centers. (Data on SHARP attendance are tracked by
program staff and taken from the program’s quarterly report to the AOC. Data on
customer demographics and services received are taken from the intake forms, filled out
by a subset of customers, and service tracking forms, filled out by staff on customers. See
Appendix B for more information.)
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Figure 2.2
SHARP Volume Data

Month Quarterly Report Intake Forms Servilczir'l'n;estcking
June 2003 1169 161 245
July 2003 1102 162 301
August 2003 1369 187 501
September 2003 1240 163 623
October 2003 1093 193 913
November 2003 844 137 558
March 2004 1150 142 669
Monthly average 1138 164 544

Demographics
SHARP does not target its services to any particular demographic group.

Gender and number of children. About 65 percent of SHARP customers are female,
and 64 percent of customers have at least one child (see figure 2.3 for an overview).

Race/ethnicity and language. The race/ethnicity of SHARP customers mirrors the
overall race/ethnicity makeup of the region. About 78 percent of customers are white
non-Hispanic, 14 percent are Hispanic, and 7 percent are Native American. Most
customers (84 percent) do not speak a language other than English in the home; among
those who do, Spanish is the most common. Furthermore, almost all customers (93
percent) prefer to receive services in English. Compared with the general population,
slightly more SHARP customers speak a language other than English at home, as
illustrated in figure 2.4.

Figure 2.3
Population Served by SHARP: Summary Statistics
Customer Intake Forms

% N
Gender
Female 65% 1,061
Male 35% 569
(missing) 32
Total 1,662
Age
10-19 years 2% 25
20-29 years 24% 325
30-30 years 25% 332
40-49 years 26% 346
50 or older 24% 321
(missing) 313
Total 1,662




Figure 2.3 (continued)

% N
Race/Ethnicity”
African American 2% 30
Asian or Pacific Islander 2% 27
Hispanic 14% 218
Native American 7% 115
White non-Hispanic 78% 1,239
Speak a language other than English
at home
Yes 16% 258
No 84% 1,355
(missing) 49
Total 1,662
If yes, which language?
Spanish 82% 166
Armenian 3% 5
Cantonese 2% 3
(missing) 55
Total 258
Monthly household income
$500 or less 16% 225
$501-$1000 27% 378
$1001-$1500 22% 314
$1501-$2000 14% 196
$2001-$2500 9% 124
$2501 or more 13% 180
(missing) 245
Total 1,662
Education
8th grade or less 5% 72
9th to 11th grade 17% 255
High school diploma or GED 32% 475
Some college 32% 462
Associates degree 6% 92
Bachelors degree 5% 66
Graduate degree 3% 42
(missing) 198
Total 1,662
Number of children
None 36% 541
One 25% 369
Two 21% 320
Three or more 18% 275
(missing) 157
Total 1,662

! Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one race/ethnicity.



Figure 2.4
Comparing Center Customers With the General Population Averages in
Butte, Glenn, and Tehama Counties: Speaks a Language Other Than English at Home

Self-help center customers B General population

Speaks alanguage
other than English 16% 15%
at home

Other language
spoken at home
is Spanish

82% 72%

T T T T T T T T T

100% 80% 60% 40% 20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

U.S. Census Bureau; Butte County, Glenn County, and Tehama County, CA, DP-2 Profile of Selected Social
Characteristics: 2000, American Facfinder. Retrieved July 22, 2004 from the U.S. Census Buereau Web site:
http://quickfacts.census.gov/gfd/states/06/06007Ik.html

Education, income, and employment. The level of education of SHARP customers is
somewhat lower than that of the general population in the region (see figure 2.5). About
55 percent of SHARP customers have a high school education or less, compared with 46
percent of the region’s population. The level of income of SHARP customers is lower
than the general population (see figure 2.6). About 43 percent of SHARP customers have
an income of $1,000 per month or less, compared with only 13 percent of the population
of the region. About 50 percent of customers are not employed, reflecting in part the high
proportion of retired people in the area.
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Figure 2.5
Comparing SHARP Customers With the General Population Averages in
Butte, Glenn, and Tehama Counties: Education

Self-help center customers B General population

8th grade or less 5% _7%

9th to 11th grade 17% _ 13%
R
Some college 32% -28%
Associates degree 6% F?%
Bachelors degree 5% _ 13%
Graduate degree 3% _6%

100% 80% 60% 40% 20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

U.S. Census bureau; Butte County, CA, CP-2 Profile of Selected Social Characteristics: 2000, American
FactFinder. Retrieved July 22, 2004 from the U.S. Census bureau Web site:
http://quickfacts.census.gov/gfd/states/06/060071k.html




Figure 2.6
Comparing SHARP Customers with the General Population Averages in
Butte, Glenn, and Tehama Counties: Monthly Household Income in Dollars

Self-help center customers M General population

$1,000 43% . 13%
$1,000 - $2,000 36% - 27%
$2,001 or more 22% - 61%

100% 80% 60% 40% 20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

U.S. Census Bureau; Butte County, CA, DP-3 Profile of Selected Economic Characteristics: 200, American
FactFinder. Retrieved July 22, 2004 from the U.S. Census bureau Web site:
http://quickfacts.census.gov/gfd/states/06/06007Ik.html

Notes: The Self-help pilot project data and the census data do not perfectly match. The census data
categories are as follows: $833 or less; $834 to $2083; $2084 and over. Numbers have been rounded and
may not sum to exactly 100 percent.

Service Staffing

Paid Personnel

The managing attorney receives grant funding from the regional collaborative under a
contract with the courts and is then responsible for employing staff and administering the
program. At the time of the second site visit, SHARP staff consisted of the managing
attorney (.5 FTE), a paralegal/administrative assistant (1.0 FTE), and three office
assistants (1.25 FTE). The managing attorney and the paralegal divide their time among
the four self-help centers.

Managing attorney. The managing attorney has been with the program since its
inception. She has experience as a family law attorney and as a law professor, as well as
previous experience as a high school teacher. She uses skills from these arenas in her
current position. Her family law background provides her with the expertise necessary to
supervise staff to ensure that customers are receiving quality and accurate assistance.
Furthermore, her teaching experience has provided her with the skills necessary to train
staff and assist customers. Her responsibilities include managing the program, training
and supervising staff, conducting workshops, and helping customers one-on-one. The
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managing attorney’s SHARP position is half-time. The other half of her time is spent as
the Butte County family law facilitator. She is also the Glenn County small claims
advisor. (The Oroville SHARP and Butte County Family Law Facilitator offices are
combined into one self-help center. The SHARP centers in Tehama and Glenn counties
are not combined with the family law facilitator offices in those counties.)

Paralegal. The paralegal assists customers at the centers, particularly in completing
forms and reviewing documents; schedules and conducts workshops; develops
instructional materials; and trains other staff and volunteers.

Office assistants. The three office assistants perform intake and triage functions. Most
callers or walk-in customers at SHARP are first served by an office assistant, who
determines the customer’s level of need. In some cases, the office assistants help
customers directly by giving them the appropriate forms packet, providing information
on court calendars and filing procedures, or scheduling a SHARP workshop. Other
customers are referred to the SHARP managing attorney or paralegal. Office assistants
also perform general office support tasks at the four SHARP locations.

Contract attorneys. SHARP also contracts with attorneys who give workshops for the
program. Expenditures on contract attorneys ranged from .5 to 1.0 FTE during the
period studied.

Volunteers

At any one time, an average of three interns or volunteers have worked at SHARP during
the period studied. SHARP volunteers help with workshops and clerical tasks and also
provide one-on-one assistance to customers when staff are busy with other customers or
are at another SHARP office. Originally, student volunteers also answered the phones,
but they are no longer assigned this task. People who were interviewed by the evaluation
team during site visits (hereafter respondents; see Appendix B) explained that substantive
knowledge is needed to answer callers’ questions effectively, and paid staff now handle
the phones. Currently, the project has one part-time bilingual volunteer who can assist
customers in Spanish, but respondents noted that it would be beneficial for the centers to
have more bilingual staff members and volunteers to ensure the centers will be able to
assist Spanish-speaking customers.

Supervision and Training

Both new employees and volunteers receive extensive training from the managing
attorney. New volunteers take part in an introductory training, are given written training
materials, and take part in regularly scheduled in-service training sessions with the
managing attorney. These training sessions cover a variety of topics, including
substantive areas of the law, procedural issues, instructions on how to assist customers in
filling out forms, and guidance on the difference between providing information and
providing legal advice. SHARP has also created for its staff detailed instruction binders
on case types and forms.
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Supervision and training are important issues for this program for several reasons.
Because the program now operates in four different locations, supervision and quality
control present challenges. The program also uses paraprofessional staff and volunteers,
all of whom need extensive supervision and training. The managing attorney and
paralegal/assistant rotate among the four sites to provide on-site supervision and
expertise. As a result, the managing attorney is constantly busy, but based on site visit
observations, she is able to balance the multiple demands on her time and to assist her
staff and volunteers when necessary.

The videoconferencing equipment is used extensively for staff supervision. On days
when the managing attorney is not at the remote sites, they stay in touch via
videoconferencing with Oroville, so that volunteers and staff can ask questions as they
arise. Respondents say that the managing attorney tries to impress on her staff and
volunteers that they should always feel free to ask her questions and should never give
information to customers if they are unsure about its accuracy. Researchers observed this
directly during both site visits: Staff and volunteers felt comfortable asking the attorney
legal questions (either in person, on the phone, or via videoconferencing). This is a novel
use of the equipment and a way for the managing attorney to have face-to-face contact
with staff at multiple sites.

General Staffing Issues

According to respondents, hiring and retaining staff has been SHARP’s greatest
challenge. All the positions at SHARP except that of managing attorney have turned over
more than once. Respondents attributed this to the fact that the grant funds allow for only
low-paying positions without benefits and that staff trained at SHARP can find better
paying positions elsewhere in the region. Turnover creates particular problems because
SHARRP invests a great deal of time in training its new employees and volunteers.

Another staffing challenge is the fact that the managing attorney is only half time in this
position. While this one-stop model, combining the role of the SHARP managing
attorney and the family law facilitator into one position, has coordinated key functions for
self-represented litigants, some respondents said that the managing attorney’s workload is
that of two full-time positions condensed into one.

SHARRP had originally planned to provide a number of workshops through attorney
volunteers. However, the program has not had much success recruiting attorneys as
volunteers.

Despite these challenges, respondents were universally positive about SHARP staff.
Many commented on their high level of training, expertise, and knowledge. Respondents
said that SHARP staff were better trained than staff at other legal assistance programs.
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Analysis of Customers Served

Language of Service Provision

Almost all SHARP customers preferred to receive services in English. However, the
project has provided some services in Spanish and Hmong, relying on bilingual
volunteers. During one semester, the project had a Hmong-speaking volunteer, and the
program has had several Spanish-speaking volunteers. Service tracking data indicate that
the services provided in Spanish and Hmong took place mostly during one-on-one, in-
person interactions, although some telephone assistance and one workshop were provided
in Spanish. Respondents explain that the videoconferencing equipment also is useful for
helping Spanish-speaking customers. Occasionally, a Spanish-speaking volunteer at one
site has helped a Spanish-speaking customer at another site.

Case Types and Issues
SHARRP serves the broadest array of case types of the five model self-help centers (see
figure 2.7 for details). About one-half (55 percent) of customers require assistance with
family law, 16 percent with civil, 14 percent with unlawful detainer, and 12 percent with
probate cases.

Figure 2.7

SHARP: Case Types Served®
Service Tracking Forms

% N
Family 55% 2,402
Dissolution 63% 1,251
Domestic violence prevention act 21% 415
Paternity 3% 66
Adoption 2% 41
Other family law 11% 217
Unlawful Detainer 14% 594
Civil 16% 689
Small claims 39% 272
Civil harassment 24% 168
Name change 9% 63
Other civil law* 28% 196
Probate 12% 525
Other 3% 150
(missing) 306
Total 4,666

! percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one case type.
* Other includes bankruptcy, breach of contract, debt collection, elder abuse and personal injury.

Most of the family law cases are dissolutions (63 percent), with an additional 21 percent
of customers requiring assistance with domestic violence restraining orders. The most
frequently raised issues in family law cases are child custody (40 percent) and visitation
(43 percent), which are raised with equal frequency in marital dissolution and domestic
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violence cases. (Customers with cases involving child support are assisted by the family
law facilitator.) About 80 percent of customers with family law cases or issues were the
moving party, and 17 percent were the responding party.

SHARRP also assisted in civil cases involving small claims (39 percent), civil harassment
(24 percent), and name change (9 percent). Most SHARP customers with civil cases were
plaintiffs (78 percent).

Most of the unlawful detainer cases assisted by SHARP were evictions (88 percent).
SHARP assisted both landlords (67 percent) and tenants (32 percent).

SHARP is the only model self-help center to assist a high proportion of probate and
guardianship cases (12 percent). About 90 percent of the probate cases involved
guardianships, and a high proportion (87 percent) of the customers were petitioners.

Types of Services

Most SHARP customers received assistance with information about legal procedures (68
percent). More than one-third of all customers (36 percent) received direct assistance in
completing forms, and another 10 percent received assistance reviewing forms they had
completed. Ten percent of customers received forms with written instructions. Within
case types, civil and unlawful detainer cases were somewhat more likely than family and
probate cases to receive procedural assistance and not direct assistance in completing
forms.

Description of Service Delivery

As illustrated in figure 2.8 below, SHARP provided extensive telephone, one-on-one, and
workshop assistance for its customers. VVolume data from the SHARP self-help centers
indicate that nearly half of the services were provided over the phone, another one-third
through one-on-one, in-person assistance, and 17 percent through workshops.

Figure 2.8
SHARP: Contact Type®
Service Tracking Forms

% N
Telephone 47% 2,114
One-on-one 41% 1,854
Workshops 14% 623
Other* 1% 62
Total 4,653

! Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one contact type.
* Other includes staff attempting to return telephone calls and customers who came to the center to use books and
resources without speaking to staff.
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Workshops

Workshops were the principal component of SHARP’s planned regional
videoconferencing model (for an overview, see figure 2.9). The primary goal of SHARP
workshops is the accurate and informed completion of necessary forms.
Videoconferenced workshops allow the managing attorney or an attorney on contract to
SHARRP to “conduct the workshop/clinic, provide an orientation, assist in completion of
the forms relevant to that particular workshop subject or area of the law, answer
questions and communicate with participants or assistants in the other locations”
(SHARP Project Proposal).

Figure 2.9
SHARP Workshop Profile
Workshop Tracking Forms

Number of workshops (March 2004) 47
Workshop length
30 minutes 2%
One hour 46%
One and one half hours 20%
Two hours 13%
Two and one half hours 13%
Three hours 7%
Attendance
One person 24%
Two people 47%
Three people 16%
Four or more people 12%

Workshops offer other advantages for a regional self-help model. At any one center,
professional legal staff are available for drop-in or telephone assistance only a small
proportion of the time. With a range of workshops available throughout the month, the
SHARRP office staff can triage customers’ legal concerns and assign them to workshops
where they will receive expert assistance with forms and other issues. Finally, the number
of drop-in and telephone customers has increased steadily at SHARP since the beginning
of the program. Workshops, with their ability to serve many customers at one time,
maximize attorney resources and allow SHARP to manage its growth in users without
corresponding increases in staff.

SHARP holds multiple workshops during the month at all four of its sites. Workshops are
scheduled in advance. Monthly workshop schedules are printed for each SHARP location
and are given to the court clerks and faxed to community agencies and other frequent
referral sources for the centers. Office staff have a set of intake questions to ask
customers who telephone or visit the self-help centers, and they can provide a workshop
appointment when appropriate. About 22 percent of all customers at SHARP were given
a workshop appointment during the study period.
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In the most recent reporting period, August 2004, SHARP held 120 workshops in the
areas of family law (52 percent), unlawful detainer (10 percent), civil harassment (9
percent), and other matters, including stepparent adoptions, guardianships, obtaining
judgments, and other civil topics (29 percent). Although 52 percent of workshops were in
the area of family law, intake data show that the family law workshops served 64 percent
of all workshop participants, perhaps indicating higher enroliment for the family law
workshops. Although SHARP offers a small number of guardianship workshops, they
serve a high proportion of workshop participants (10 percent).

About 14 percent of all SHARP customers were served through workshops, including 16
percent of family law customers, 12 percent of probate customers, 13 percent of unlawful
detainer customers, and 13 percent of civil harassment customers (see figure 2.10).

Figure 2.10
SHARP Workshop Topics®
Workshop Tracking Forms

% N
Dissolution 36% 17
Custody 17% 8
Other family law 17% 8
Unlawful detainer 13% 6
Other case type 34% 16
Total 47

! Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one topic.

The program uses videoconferencing equipment to broadcast workshops to multiple sites.
In August 2004, one-third of the workshops (42) were videoconferenced to another site.
SHARP has encountered some difficulties in consistently videoconferencing workshops.
The centers are not all open on the same days and times, and there may be no one
available at the remote sites to operate the videoconferencing equipment and assist
workshop attendees.

Respondents explained that over the course of this past year, SHARP has refined the
workshops they provide. For example, the project now offers separate dissolution
workshops for customers with children and those without children. This way, customers
without children do not have to sit through instructions about and explanations of the
forms that customers with children must complete. The program also covers separate
steps of the process in separate workshops rather than trying to cover all steps of the
process at once. Thus, SHARP now offers an order-to-show-cause workshop separate
from a motion workshop reflecting the difference in service of process requirements.
Respondents explained that SHARP is now focusing on helping customers get through
the entire process of their cases rather than just helping them to start their cases.
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In March 2004, 47 workshops were examined in detail. As detailed in figure 2.9, the
workshops ranged in length from 30 minutes to three hours, with slightly less than half
(21) of the workshops lasting one hour. Attendance for the workshops (across all sites)
varied from one to seven people, with one or two people participating in 71 percent (32)
of the workshops. Data from workshop forms indicate that in March 2004, center staff led
all of the workshops, and 16 workshops included the use of assistants.

Customers received a variety of services during the workshops, including information on
legal procedures, help preparing forms, help preparing for hearings, and assistance with
motions. Figure 2.11 illustrates the services received during the March 2004 workshops.

Figure 2.11
SHARP: Type of Service in Workshops1
Workshop Tracking Forms

% N
Legal/procedural assistance 97% 46
Forms preparation 87% 41
Hearing preparation 19% 9
Motion assistance 10% 5
Referrals 10% 5
Video or (_)ther visual 4% 2
presentation
Other 4% 2
Total 47

! percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one type of service.

Workshops used a combination of lectures, question and answer sessions, one-on-one
assistance, and small group activities, as illustrated in figure 2.12. The workshops
SHARRP offers are constantly changing in response to the needs of customers. Brief
descriptions of a sample of workshops follow.
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Figure 2.12
SHARP Workshop Format*
Workshop Tracking Forms

% N
Small group 49% 23
One-on-one 36% 17
Lecture 26% 12
Question and answer 25% 12
Other 4% 2
Total 47

! Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one format.

Dissolution Set I (with Children) . This one-hour workshop is offered every other week
at each location. It is part of a three-part workshop series designed to assist customers
through each stage of the dissolution. This workshop gives an orientation regarding the
dissolution process, then provides step-by-step instructions on filling out the following
forms: summons, petition, declaration under Uniform Child Custody Jurisdiction and
Enforcement Act (UCCJEA), and proof of service. After forms are completed, customers
are instructed on how to make copies, file, serve documents, and file completed proof of
service. In all workshops, attendees are encouraged to make their copies at the SHARP
centers so that everything is prepared and in order upon leaving the center.

Dissolution Set I1. This two-hour workshop is offered every other week at each location.
It is a follow-up to the first dissolution workshop, and begins with an orientation to the
judgment process. Step-by-step instructions are given on filling out the following forms:
declaration of disclosure, schedule of assets and debts, income and expense declaration,
declaration regarding service of declaration of disclosure, petitioner’s/respondent’s
property declaration.

Dissolution Set I11: Default judgment workshop. This is a one- to two-hour workshop
offered every other week at each location. Step-by-step instructions are given on filling
out the following forms: declaration for default, notice of entry of default, judgment,
related attachments, notice of entry of judgment, request for default hearing/request for
hearing to establish child support (Butte County only). Default judgments in paternity
actions are also covered.

Additional family law workshops. The Notice of Motion workshop, which is given
every week, includes instruction on the forms: notice of motion, application for order and
supporting declaration, income and expense declaration, and other attachments as
required. The Order to Show Cause workshop is given every week and includes
instruction on the forms: order to show cause and declarations and attachments as needed.
The Paternity—~Petition for Custody and Support workshop is given every week and

40



covers summons, petition, UCCJEA, and proof of service. The Response workshop is
given every week and includes responses and the income and expense declaration forms.

Probate guardianship. The guardianship workshop lasts three hours and is offered every
other week at each location. The workshop begins with an orientation to the paternity
process. The first half of the workshop gives step-by-step instructions on filling out the
following forms: petition for appointment of guardian, order appointing guardian, letters
of guardianship, petition for appointment of temporary guardian, letters of temporary
guardianship, order appointing temporary guardian, notice of hearing, confidential
guardian screening form, duties of guardian, order appointing court investigator, consent
nomination and waiver of notice, UCCJEA, all attachments as needed, order dispensing
with notice as needed, and proof of personal service as needed. After the midway point in
the workshop, the following forms are covered: oppositions, terminations, petition to
appoint successor guardian, petition for visitation, and related requests. People who need
instruction only on the latter forms can join the workshop at the halfway point. Finally,
information is given on making copies, filing, serving documents, filing completed proof
of service, and the next step in the process.

Civil harassment and domestic violence. This workshop lasts from one to three hours
and is given every week at every location. Customers are given step-by-step instructions
on filling out either the civil harassment or domestic violence packets, as needed.

Evictions. This workshop lasts one hour and is given every week at every location.
Customers are given step-by-step instructions on filling out the unlawful detainer forms
packet.

SHARRP has evaluated and changed its workshops over time. SHARP identified the
importance of helping customers finish their dissolutions and reconfigured the dissolution
workshops so that they formed a series covering each part of the process. In guardianship,
SHARRP has identified that many people return to the centers after taking the guardianship
workshop and need help putting forms in proper order and determining which
attachments go with which forms. SHARP may offer a second workshop on this topic.

One-on-One Assistance

Many of SHARP’s customers come directly to the self-help centers without an
appointment. Volume data indicate that 31 percent of all customers are walk-ins.
According to interviewees, the type and extent of one-on-one assistance varies depending
on the needs and abilities of the customers. The most common form of assistance walk-in
customers receive is information on legal procedure, including where to file legal papers,
which forms to use, and what the next steps in their case will be. About 39 percent of all
walk-in customers receive procedural information from SHARP staff. About 12 percent
receive direct assistance in filling out forms and reviewing documents. Each of the
SHARRP centers has tables at which customers can work, and staff members can help
them with questions about what forms they need and how to fill them out. About 6
percent receive forms and written instructions without direct assistance in completing the
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forms. About 18 percent are given an appointment to a SHARP workshop, and 6 percent
are given a referral to another provider.

The use of the videoconferencing equipment for one-on-one assistance is an unexpected
benefit of SHARP’s regional model. Individuals interviewed explain that the managing
attorney uses the videoconferencing equipment to provide one-on-one assistance both to
customers and to office staff and volunteers assisting customers. For example, if a
volunteer working at the Red Bluff location cannot answer a customer’s question, she can
reach the managing attorney, who may be at one of the other center locations. The
managing attorney can then use the videoconferencing equipment to help the customer
face-to-face.

Phone Assistance

Volume data indicate that 51 percent of SHARP contacts are made over the telephone.
Explaining that services provided over the phone are very important, interview
respondents noted that self-represented litigants may not take the time to go to a center;
they thought many questions could be answered effectively over the phone. Customers
phoning SHARP received a variety of different services, including instructions on how to
complete forms, explanation of court orders, and general legal and procedural
information. SHARP has developed a series of scripts for the staff answering the
telephone; the script helps them identify the litigant’s problem and direct that person to
an appropriate workshop or referral if service cannot be provided by telephone.
Customers using the telephone receive information on legal procedures (42 percent),
workshop appointments (31 percent), referrals to other providers (11 percent), and
occasionally assistance in filling out forms (1 percent).

The SHARP centers are serving customers who live in rural communities with
nonexistent public transportation, and these communities are often many miles from the
centers. A telephone call is the first and perhaps only contact with SHARP. For this
reason, project staff recognized the importance of having knowledgeable individuals
answering the phones. During the course of the program, SHARP also found that the
volume of phone calls was overwhelming the program and made the decision to stop
returning messages left after office hours.
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Forms Completion by Service Type

Figure 2.13 estimates the number of customers receiving assistance in filling out forms
by type of service. Forms completion is the most time-consuming type of assistance for
staff and the one that generally requires an attorney or paralegal. At SHARP, more
customers are served by one-on-one, in-person assistance or by telephone; however, the
bulk of forms completion assistance takes place in workshops.

Figure 2.13
SHARP: Forms Completion by Contact Type
Service Tracking Forms
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Written Materials

SHARRP has created a variety of written materials for customers. These include form
packets with instructions, pamphlets that explain court processes, and brochures
highlighting services available at other agencies. People interviewed for the evaluation
explained that many customers use the workspaces provided by the centers along with the
written materials to complete their forms while they are at the centers and then have
center staff check their work. Thus, the written materials allow those customers who do
not need intensive one-on-one assistance to complete their forms with minimal time and
involvement from center staff. SHARP also allows litigants to use computers at the
centers to complete forms, using programs such as HotDocs, EZLegal File, and fillable
PDF forms developed by the AOC.

SHARRP staff expressed a need for additional materials for self-represented litigants,
including forms packets such as the Judicial Council Domestic Violence forms packets,
links at the self-help centers to the Judicial Council Self-Help Web site, forms that can be
filled out online, and instructional videos for litigants. The use of standardized Judicial
Council forms packets makes it easier to handle forms completion in a workshop setting.
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Chronological Description of Service Flow

Referrals to the Centers

According to intake data, almost half of SHARP customers are referred to the program by
court clerks, and another quarter are referred by family and friends (see figure 2.14).
(SHARP’s proportion of referrals from court clerks, 48 percent, compares with 19
percent from this source in Fresno County and 36 percent in San Francisco).

Figure 2.14
How SHARP Customers Heard of the Self-Help Center*
Customer Intake Forms

Source % N
Clerk’s office 48% 655
Friend or family 22% 305
Family law facilitator 8% 113
Family court services 7% 96
Community service agencies 5% 73
Legal aid 5% 70
Attorney 4% 50
District attorney 3% 45
Pamphlets 3% 40
Judge or Commissioner 1% 17
Newspaper or other advertisement 1% 12
Police 1% 11
Other court personnel 1% 7
Walk-in 0% 3
Bar association 0% 2
Other 4% 55
Total 1,554

! Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one source.

SHARRP posters are posted in the courthouses, and program brochures are provided to
court clerks, other court staff, and community-based organizations. The managing
attorney has met with numerous groups to inform them of SHARP’s activities, including
Legal Services, the domestic violence shelter and advocacy program in the area, senior
citizens groups, substance abuse rehabilitation centers, the Head Start annual network
meeting, Rotary Clubs, retired public employees, and the community resource fair.
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SHARP also sent a letter and book on limited scope representation'?, also known as
“unbundling,” to family law attorneys in all three counties to encourage them to provide
these services, including representation for a discrete task such as a court hearing.
Finally, SHARP staff report that social services agencies in Glenn and Tehama counties
are beginning to make calls to the centers on behalf of their clients, as well as referring
them to the centers.

The ways that customers learned about SHARP were generally consistent across the
demographic categories of gender, race/ethnicity, education, and income. Hispanic
customers were more likely to report that they heard of the centers through family and
friends (24 percent) than white non-Hispanic customers (19 percent). Very low-income
customers ($500 or less per month of individual income) were also more likely to have
heard of SHARP through family and friends (25 percent) than customers with an income
of more than $2,000 per month (16 percent).

Previous Attempts to Get Help

Most customers (69 percent) did not seek help for their cases prior to coming to SHARP.
For the minority of customers who had sought help elsewhere, about one-quarter sought
help from Legal Aid, one-quarter sought help from a private attorney, and another quarter
sought help from families and friends. Only 30 percent of SHARP customers had
considered hiring an attorney. Most customers stated they were representing themselves
because they could not afford an attorney (69 percent), while 23 percent stated they were
unsure if they needed an attorney, and 17 percent stated that they chose to represent
themselves. Customers with unlawful detainer issues (about 15 percent) had a strikingly
different profile of self-representation, with 54 percent saying that they could not afford a
lawyer and 38 percent saying they chose to represent themselves.

Intake Procedure

SHARRP has a formal intake and triage procedure. Office staff are trained in a scripted set
of questions that help them determine whether a customer, either in person or on the
telephone, can be helped through immediate information and provision of materials or
requires a workshop appointment, one-on-one assistance with forms completion and
review, or a referral to another agency. Customers who come to workshops are also
quickly assessed to make sure they are receiving the right assistance. During the course
of program operation, the intake procedure has changed so that volunteers and interns are
no longer asked to answer phones and provide intake and triage.

Referrals From the Centers
SHARP makes referrals to a variety of legal and community service providers. According
to service tracking data, SHARP referred 14 percent of its customers to another agency

12 | imited scope representation is a relationship between an attorney and a person seeking legal services in
which it is agreed that the scope of the legal services will be limited to the defined tasks that the person
asks the attorney to perform.
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(see figure 2.15). Referrals made by SHARP vary by case type. Customers with family
law issues were most likely to be referred to the family law facilitator (37 percent), to
other legal providers (22 percent), or to legal services (8 percent). About 32 percent of
family law customers were referred to a nonlegal service, such as a domestic violence
service and shelter. Customers with unlawful detainer issues were far more likely to be
referred to legal services (52 percent of those referred). Customers with civil, probate,
and other issues were most likely to be referred to other legal providers.
Figure 2.15

SHARP: Referrals Made to Legal and Community Service Providers®
Service Tracking Forms

Referral % N

Legal Service Providers

Lawyer referral service 27% 135
Family law facilitator 27% 133
Legal services 15% 75
Law library 11% 56
Small claims advisor 6% 28
Local child support agency 5% 23
Public defender 2% 10
Other legal service® 17% 81
Total 541

Community Service Providers

Domestic violence 21% 36
Government services 11% 18
Counseling service 5% 9
Mediation service 4% 6
Substance abuse services 2% 4
Housing service 2%

Other community service® 70% 120
Total 196

! Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one provider.
% Other Legal services include Web sites, clerks and the child abduction unit. Other community services include
Department of Motor Vehicles, mental health, parent education, adult services, Salvation Army, churches and Web sites.

Returning for Service

Service tracking data indicate that customers returned to SHARP for services 27 percent
of the time. This is the highest proportion of returns to service across the model self-help
centers and is probably due to SHARP’s model of providing some assistance to telephone
or walk-in customers and then having them return for a workshop. Many customers who
returned to SHARP for help were looking for assistance with the next step in the process
of their cases (49 percent), as shown in figure 2.16. The second most common reason for
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returning was to have additional questions answered (40 percent), to get help with forms
(13 percent), and to seek document review (10 percent). Customers with unlawful
detainer issues were the most likely to return to a SHARP center (33 percent).

Figure 2.16
SHARP: Reason for Customers’ Return Visits®
Service Tracking Forms

% N
Next step in the process 49% 587
Has additional questions 40% 476
Needs help with forms 13% 160
Document review 10% 123
Responding to new papers 5% 55
Needs help understanding a court order 3% 35
Court appearance preparation workshop 0% 4
il:l]ece:usrtaccess to an interpreter to help translate 0% 3
Other 7% 85
Total 1,528

'Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one reason.
About 27 percent of visits to a SHARP center were from customers who returned for additional help.

Budget and Expenditures

All SHARP staff are contract staff. SHARP centers are housed in court facilities and not
required to pay rent. The SHARP videoconferencing equipment is maintained by court
staff for the SHARP program.

SHARP’s regional videoconferencing model required that a major portion of the first
year’s operating budget be spent on the installation of the videoconferencing equipment.
Equipment costs in 2001-2002, largely for videoconferencing equipment and services,
were $42,000, about 52 percent of all operating expenditures. (The cost and time of
installing and bringing the videoconferencing equipment online did not exceed the
amount estimated in SHARP’s original proposal.) Funds spent on personnel accounted
for 45 percent of operating expenditures.

In 2002-2003, the first year that SHARP staffed and operated all the self-help centers, the
cost for video conferencing and other equipment dropped to 5 percent of total operating
expenditures, while personnel accounted for 86 percent. In 2003-2004, personnel costs
accounted for 84 percent of total operating expenditures.
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Collaboration and Outreach

Collaboration Within the Courts

SHARRP is a collaboration among three counties. Respondents said that while an advisory
committee was established to write the grant, it did not continue after the program was
implemented. As described above, Butte and Glenn counties have a history of
participation in regional collaboratives, and the court executive officers from Butte,
Glenn, and Tehama counties had an existing relationship prior to this grant. The program
continues to work closely with the court executive officers and judges in each of the three
counties; the managing attorney is accessible to court staff and has established open lines
of communication. Respondents said that court clerks, family law facilitators, and other
court staff in all three counties have good relationships with SHARP and are eager to
provide referrals to the program. Indeed, according to individuals interviewed for the
evaluation, some court staff members are champions of the project and regularly tell self-
represented litigants about SHARP. For example, at the Oroville courthouse, the family
law court attendant gives an introductory speech about SHARP at the beginning of the
family law calendar. Respondents report that SHARP also has a collaborative relationship
with the Butte County law librarian. The law librarian was involved with the original
planning phase of the grant and has worked with the managing attorney on making form
and instruction packets.

Because SHARP’s managing attorney is also the managing attorney for the Butte County
Office of the Family Law Facilitator, there is a close relationship between the two
agencies. The distinction between the two is administrative and budgetary, but from an
Oroville customer’s standpoint, there is just one integrated self-help center that assists
with family law and other areas of law. The SHARP centers in Tehama and Glenn
counties are not combined with the Office of the Family Law Facilitator in those
counties, but those offices do provide referrals to the SHARP centers. The SHARP
managing attorney recently became the small claims advisor in Glenn County.

Collaboration and Public Relations Outside the Courts

Individuals interviewed for the evaluation explained that SHARP has not done extensive
collaborative work with community agencies. Given the rural nature of the tri-county
region, there are not many community-based organizations with which to collaborate.
Recently, however, the managing attorney has established a relationship with Catholic
social services. SHARP did a presentation at Catholic social services and has entered into
a collaboration to provide workshops and services in Catholic social services’ teen
program. The managing attorney also has engaged in discussions with the Unified Courts
for Families Mentor Court Program, which coordinates juvenile and criminal law cases
involving the same families. Because customers often have needs and issues in multiple
areas, the two programs are exploring the possibility of sharing facilities. Currently, they
are exploring the possibility of opening joint centers in Orland and Chico.
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In addition, respondents discussed the possibility of building regional collaborations to
expand the videoconferencing network. For example, the three-site network could be
linked into other videoconferencing networks (run by public or private agencies
providing a wide variety of services) to allow SHARP workshops to be broadcast in a
wider variety of locations (and other workshops, classes, and trainings—law related or
not—could be broadcast at the SHARP centers). Respondents were excited about this
idea as a low-cost method for providing self-help services to a wider audience and as a
method for providing SHARP customers with services that may address their other needs.

Impact on Litigants

Views of Court Personnel and Other Stakeholders

The SHARP centers serve thousands of customers each month who previously had no
court-based self-help assistance available for cases other than those involving child
support. SHARP has made the completion of dissolution cases a focus of its efforts, and
respondents commented that self-represented litigants are now more likely to finish their
cases, rather than starting but never finishing their cases, which was common before
SHARP’s implementation. Respondents also commented that forms are filled out
correctly the first time, and litigants are better prepared for court.

Vignette: Assistance With Visitation Orders in a Guardianship Case

A grandmother came to the SHARP project asking for help with a visitation order in a
guardianship case. She had become the legal guardian of her 8-year-old grandson two years
ago because his parents were addicted to drugs and unable to care for him. The
grandmother was retired and working part-time to help support her grandson, in addition
to receiving some public assistance for him. At the time of the guardianship, she was did
not have legal representation. The mother of the child, however, had an attorney. About
six months ago, the mother’s attorney crafted a stipulation for visitation by the mother
who was supposed to be in drug rehabilitation. Since that time, the mother has not
exercised her visitation. Recently, the mother decided she wanted to visit her child.
Without notice, she went to the grandmother’s house at 8 p.m., accompanied by the
police, to take the boy for visitation. The stipulation said she was to pick him up at school.
The boy was extremely fearful and upset and did not want to go with his mother. The
police said they didn’t want to take the child, but felt they had no choice. SHARP was able
to help the grandmother prepare a declaration to the court informing the judge of current
events and requesting that the visitation order be immediately modified to reduce the
distress to the child as much as possible.

Views of Customers

Customer satisfaction surveys were distributed to SHARP drop-in and workshop
customers during a two-week period in May 2004. Surveys were received from an
estimated 26 percent of those visiting the centers during this period. Although the
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response rate is too low to draw many conclusions, SHARP customers consistently rated

their satisfaction high (figures 2.17 and 2.18).

While customer feedback was extremely positive overall, the proportion of customers

who strongly agreed with the satisfaction statements had
some notable variations. Customers were least likely to
strongly agree that they knew more about how the laws
work (50 percent), that they were less confused about
how the court works (53 percent), that they were less
worried about their situation (58 percent), and that they
knew what they needed to do next (63 percent). On all

“I am extremely grateful
for the help I received to
get me through this
difficult time and
situation.”

SHARP customer

other items, about 80 percent or more of customers strongly agreed.

Figure 2.17
Overall Satisfaction
SHARP Customer Survey
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SHARP customers overall also provided extremely positive feedback on the service
assessment questions: 100 percent rated all of the services as
‘I feel that the people at | yery helpful or somewnhat helpful. Customers were least
SHARP helped me likely to rate the following services as very helpful: help
considerably. Otherwise I following up with court orders (76 percent), information on
where to get more help (81 percent), educational materials
(83 percent), and help to prepare for a court hearing (85
percent). For all other services, at least 94 percent of
customers provided very helpful ratings.

would need an attorney |
can't afford!”

SHARP customer

Figure 2.18
Satisfaction With Specific Services
SHARP Customer Survey
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Vignette: Unlawful Detainer Assistance Through a Videoconferenced Workshop

An elderly woman, a landlord, attended the unlawful detainer workshop. She attended the
workshop in Oroville, Butte County while the legal assistant providing the workshop was
in Red Bluff, Tehama County. Four other litigants with similar unlawful detainer issues
were present at the workshop. The elderly woman informed staff that she was hard of
hearing and could not understand what the legal assistant was saying to the group. The
video conferencing monitor was positioned closer to the group of litigants and the volume
was turned up so that the woman could hear. The group was very understanding of the
woman’s hearing disadvantage and everyone enjoyed the presentation of the new
technology. As staff monitored how the workshop progressed, using the videoconferencing
equipment, the same personal assistance was able to be offered as if the legal assistant was
providing the services in person.

Impact on Court Process

Respondents explained that court staff members have gotten fewer complaints from self-
represented litigants since the centers opened. Litigants’ paperwork is now more
accurate, which leads to fewer upset litigants. Respondents also said that clerks are far
less frustrated now that they are able to refer litigants to SHARP. Because clerks can
refer litigants to SHARP, clerks spend less time with self-represented litigants, and the
lines at the clerks’ counters do not get as backed up as they did before. Respondents also
commented that they have heard judges compliment the program. In general, respondents
asserted that cases now are completed faster and in a more organized fashion. One
respondent said that SHARP is “doing something that makes the practice of law look
good.”

Court File Review

Center for Families, Children & the Courts (CFCC) staff abstracted and analyzed family
law dissolution and unlawful detainer files in Butte, Glenn and Tehama counties. The
purpose of the file review was to identify areas in which the impact of the self-help
centers could be quantified through the broad case indicators found in the court file and,
more generally, to identify the problems self-represented litigants face in the course of
their dissolution cases. (See Appendix E for the complete file review tables.) Cases were
taken from the period of January 2003 to March 2004. Cases were chosen at random from
(@) a list of litigants who received help from the SHARP centers and (b) a list of all self-
represented litigants who were not on record as having received help from SHARP.

Dissolution. After excluding certain cases because the litigants had received help from an
attorney, the final dissolution sample included 71 cases in which the petitioner had
received help from one of the SHARP centers and 113 cases with no record of the
petitioner receiving help from the SHARP centers.
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Several caveats to the findings presented below should be noted. One of SHARP’s
objectives has been to assist customers in proceeding to judgment when their dissolution
cases have been unresolved for periods of more than a year. By taking cases filed since
January 2003, the sample does not capture those cases. In addition, it is possible that
even though there was no record of some litigants’ receiving help from the SHARP
centers, they actually did receive assistance but did not fill out an intake form. It also
appears from the file review data that cases receiving assistance from SHARP in the
period sampled were less likely to involve children or property, and as a result, they
might be less complex than cases in the comparison group. Finally, a court case file does
not by any means capture the full extent of SHARP’s assistance to its customers.

Background of cases. SHARP customers were more likely to file dissolution cases one
year or more after their date of separation (41 percent of SHARP customers compared to
28 percent of the comparison group). Cases in the comparison group were more likely to
involve children (60 percent of the comparison group, and 41 percent of SHARP
customers). This may be due to the fact that in Butte County, customers with child
support issues are seen at the SHARP center but by the family law facilitator. Cases in
the comparison group were also more likely to involve property (56 percent of
comparison group, and 46 percent of SHARP customers).

SHARP customers successful at filing paperwork. Customers of the SHARP centers were
more successful than the comparison group at including key elements in their filings.
SHARP customers were more likely to file UCCJEA declarations when the case involved
children (97 percent to 86 percent) and to provide income information with the petition
(69% to 53%). SHARP customers were also somewhat less likely to have missing or
inconsistent information in their petitions (52 percent of SHARP customers compared to
60 percent of comparison group).

Few differences in service or filing orders to show cause, motions, or response. Litigants
in both groups were equally likely to successfully serve the responding party (82 percent
of SHARP customers and 81 percent in the comparison group) and provide proof of
service for declaration of disclosure (66 percent to 62 percent). Litigants in both groups
were equally likely to file orders to show cause or motions (14 percent to 16 percent) or
to have a response filed in the case (18 percent to 22 percent).

Proceeding to judgment. A higher proportion of cases from the sample of SHARP
customers requested a default judgment (61 percent of SHARP customers to 53 percent
in the comparison group). A nearly equivalent proportion of cases in both groups
proceeded to judgment (63 percent to 66 percent). A higher proportion of cases from the
sample of SHARP customers proceeded to default judgment (87 percent to 70 percent).
For the cases that proceeded to default or uncontested judgment, more cases in the
comparison sample had a marital settlement agreement or stipulation (31 percent) than in
the SHARP sample (12 percent). The mean days between the date the petition was filed
and the date that status was terminated were almost identical for the two samples (216
days to 218 days).
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Comparison group subsamples. Files in the comparison group were examined for
indications that the petitioner had received some assistance with paperwork, even if not
from the SHARP centers. Roughly one-half of the cases in the comparison group (54
percent) appeared to have received no assistance with paperwork. When this subgroup is
compared to the cases from the SHARP centers, some interesting differences are
revealed. A high proportion of the cases that apparently received no assistance had
children (63 percent). These cases were substantially more likely to have missing or
inconsistent information on the petition (71 percent).

The subgroup of cases apparently receiving no assistance with paperwork also differs
from the subgroup of cases that did receive some assistance. A higher proportion of cases
in the no-assistance subgroup had children, filed orders to show cause or motions, did not
have a response filed, and had missing or inconsistent information on the petition. This
seems to indicate a population with family law cases that are unrepresented, complex,
more likely to involve children, and not being reached by any form of self-help
assistance.

Unlawful detainer. The samples of unlawful detainer files were also drawn from cases
taken from the period of January 2003 and March 2004. After excluding certain cases
selected because the litigants had received help from an attorney, the final sample
included 42 plaintiffs and 41 defendants who had received help from the SHARP centers,
and 131 plaintiffs and 75 defendants who had apparently not received any help from the
SHARP centers.

Comparison of plaintiffs who received help from SHARP with those who did not
revealed few differences. Plaintiffs who received help from the SHARP centers were
more likely to reach judgment by default (52 percent of SHARP customers compared to
36 percent of the comparison group). Plaintiffs who did not receive help from SHARP
were somewhat more likely to receive a conditional judgment (8 percent of plaintiffs
from the comparison group and no plaintiffs from SHARP). Finally, plaintiffs who
received help from SHARP appeared somewhat less likely to have long cases (more than
two months from filing to judgment).

The comparison of defendants showed more differences. Defendants who received help
from the SHARP centers were far more likely to submit handwritten rather than typed or
computer-generated forms. Almost all the defendants who received help from the
SHARRP centers raised an affirmative defense (98 percent), compared with 83 percent of
defendants who did not receive help from SHARP. Of those defendants who raised
affirmative defenses, 83 percent of those who received help from SHARP provided
supporting facts, compared with 68 percent of the comparison group.

Defendants from both groups were equally likely to reach a judgment (85 percent of
SHARP customers and 80 percent of the comparison group). Of those that reached
judgment, immediate possession to plaintiff was equally likely in both groups (71 percent
of SHARP customers and 68 percent of comparison group), but a money judgment for
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the plaintiff was less likely among the SHARP customers (60 percent of SHARP
customers and 72 percent of the comparison group). SHARP customers were more likely
to reach judgment by stipulation (26 percent of SHARP customers and 13 percent of the
comparison group). SHARP customers were also more likely to receive a conditional
judgment (conditional judgments often require some action from the plaintiff).

Key Findings and Lessons Learned

Accomplishment of Goals

Regional collaboration. SHARP has successfully implemented its regional collaboration
model. The program built on a history of collaboration between Butte and Glenn
counties, bringing Tehama County into the regional model. Under the regional model,
centers operated in three counties, providing services to customers in a wide geographic
area who otherwise might not have been served. The regional model allowed for the
pooling of resources, with one managing attorney to serve centers in three counties. This
results in cost-efficient service delivery. Without the regional collaboration, the cost of
implementing a self-help project in the smaller courts would have been prohibitive.
Furthermore, given the distances between the courts and the lack of public transportation,
self-represented litigants would have been unlikely to travel to another county for
services and instead would have remained unserved.

Use of technology. SHARP has succeeded in operating four self-help centers in three
counties with very limited resources by making efficient and effective use of technology
and professional staff. By creative use of teleconferencing equipment, which links all
four centers, the part-time managing attorney is able to supervise all the centers and, with
a full-time paralegal, provide self-help assistance to more than 1,000 customers per
month. SHARP has successfully addressed many of the barriers that face rural courts
attempting to establish centers for self-represented litigants, including court budgets that
are too small to pay all the costs of starting up a self-help center and the lack of qualified
attorneys to recruit for jobs at a self-help center.

By videoconferencing workshops and one-on-one assistance across the four self-help
centers, SHARP has addressed the problems that many residents of rural areas have in
gaining access to legal services. SHARP is able to provide the same workshops and
assistance in four locations throughout Butte, Tehama and Glenn counties. SHARP’s
model has also reduced the time that staff need to travel from location to location.
Although videoconferencing technology reduces the need to have an attorney at each site,
the SHARP workshop model still requires a person to open the site to customers and
operate the videoconferencing equipment.

The time and cost of installing and using new technology is often a stumbling block to
programs. In part due to its strong collaborative relationships with the three courts
involved, SHARP was able to implement the video technology within the time frame and

55



the budget specified in its program plan and then to reduce technology costs sharply in
subsequent years of operation.

Provision of assistance to self-represented litigants in the community. SHARP has
brought help to self-represented litigants in a region where very few resources for self-
represented litigants were available. Since the beginning of the project, SHARP has
served many thousands of county residents who would otherwise have received no
assistance at all. About 69 percent of all customers of the self-help centers had received
no previous help on their case. Also, 69 percent of all customers and 75 percent of
customers with family law issues said that they were representing themselves because
they could not afford an attorney

SHARRP has also served a region with very few resources for self-represented litigants by
offering help with a range of case types through workshops and individual assistance.
About one-half of SHARP customers have family law issues, while the remainder have
cases in unlawful detainer (14 percent), probate and guardianship (12 percent), and a
range of other case types.

Service Issues

Skills of managing attorney. Respondents explained that a key feature of the managing
attorney’s role is the ability to work collaboratively with court personnel from the three
counties that are involved with the pilot project. Gaining the trust and support of judges
and court executive officers in all three counties was crucial to the success of the project,
and achieving this goal was facilitated by the managing attorney’s effective verbal and
written communication skills, flexibility, openness to new ideas and competing
viewpoints, and ability to forge relationships and alliances.

Respondents also attribute much of SHARP’s success to the skills and experience of the
managing attorney. The managing attorney is an experienced litigator and law professor,
who is able to draw on her wealth of experience to design services for a range of legal
issues to be delivered in a variety of media.

Collaboration with the court. SHARP has strong collaborative relationships with judges
and court executive officers in all three counties, and court clerks make numerous
referrals to the project. SHARP had a higher proportion of customer referrals from court
clerks (48 percent) than any of the other model self-help centers evaluated. The courts in
the three SHARP counties have been willing to provide space to the self-help centers and
technical support with the videoconferencing equipment. When possible, they have
unified the family law facilitator or small claims advisor functions with the SHARP
centers.

Intake and triage. SHARP’s use of a formalized intake and triage process allows the
program to target more extensive assistance, including workshops and one-on-one
consultation with the paralegal or managing attorney, to those customers who need it.
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(The triage materials developed by SHARP are now available on the AOC’s Web site at
www.courtinfo.ca.gov/programs/equalaccess.)

Focus on workshops. SHARP uses workshops to provide in-depth case assistance to
customers, particularly in the area of forms completion. More than four times as many
customers receive assistance in forms completion through workshops, rather than through
drop-in assistance, even though more customers overall are served through drop-in
assistance. SHARP has continuously evaluated and modified its workshop offerings, their
format, and the curricula to better meet the needs of its customers. SHARP customers rate
their satisfaction with workshops as highly or higher than their satisfaction with the one-
on-one services they receive.

Staff supervision. The SHARP model consists of a half-time managing attorney
supervising staff at four self-help centers. The managing attorney has used several
strategies to address this challenge. First, the managing attorney insists on high standards
for her staff, and to this end, staff and volunteers receive extensive training, and
underperforming team members are replaced. Second, the managing attorney is
accessible and available to her staff and volunteers and emphasizes that they should
contact her any time they have a question. Third, the project uses the videoconferencing
equipment for supervisory purposes; the managing attorney can interact face-to-face with
staff at remote locations to answer their questions and to observe activities at the remote
center.

Staff retention. Recruiting and retaining staff and volunteers has been a significant
problem for SHARP. The program has struggled with a limited pool of qualified
applicants and with its inability to pay competitive wages and benefits. The extensive
training required by SHARP’s intake and triage process has also limited its ability to use
interns and volunteers as telephone and counter staff. SHARP was also disappointed by
its lack of success in recruiting attorney volunteers to conduct workshops.

Hours at the centers. The varying hours that courts in the three SHARP counties are
open has limited SHARP’s ability to videoconference workshops across all sites. At
present, about one-third of the workshops are being videoconferenced to all sites.
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Chapter 3
Fresno County: Spanish-Speaking Model

PROGRAM SNAPSHOT
MODEL TYPE: SPANISH-SPEAKING MODEL

Monday through Thursday 8 a.m. to noon and 1:30 to 4 p.m. (closed

Hours: Friday for workshops/training)

City of Fresno, one mile from court; next to Family Law Facilitator’s

Location: -
office

Monthly average (February 2003 — April 2004): 194

ey G CUEEeE SEnee: Approximately 160 legal assistance and 34 interpretations per month

Number of Staff: Two f_uII-tlme staff: the community resource manager and the court
examiner

2 part-time clerical
Number of Volunteers: 24 interpreters

2 interns

Assistance with completion of forms, procedural information,
explanation of court orders, written materials translated into Spanish,
document review, case management, referrals to additional legal
assistance, and interpretation in court and custody mediation.

Types of Services Rendered:

Family law (dissolution; custody/visitation; grandparent visitation; child
support, spousal support, paternity, domestic violence); Probate
(guardianship); Landlord/tenant (unlawful detainer); General Civil (civil
harassment, elder abuse, name change); Immigration.

Case Types Served:

Methods of Service Delivery: Individual assistance and workshops, interpreter services at court

Background

Fresno County is located in central California and is the 10th largest county in the state.
It covers about 6,000 square miles, and is the most productive agricultural area in the
nation. The population of Fresno County is 799,407. Slightly more than 50 percent of the
population resides in the city of Fresno, which is the largest urban area in the county and
the location of the main courthouse. The county includes 26 other cities, predominantly
small farming communities heavily populated with Hispanic migrant workers. There are
nine outlying courts that range from Coalinga (65 miles southwest) to Reedly (20 miles
east). In rural areas of Fresno County, the Hispanic population ranges from 65 percent to
98 percent of the total. As of July 2001, Fresno Superior Court had 36 judges, 8
commissioners, and about 461 employees.

Both economic and language barriers have created a critical demand on the court to
provide services to a population of self-represented litigants who require legal
information and education in Spanish.
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Currently, Fresno County is experiencing double-digit unemployment. Whereas the
unemployment rate in California is just under 7 percent, Fresno County has peaked at
almost 14 percent.®* The poverty rate in this county (24 percent) is 13 percentage points
higher than the state average and double the national average. About 37 percent of
Fresno’s children live below the poverty line, compared with the statewide average of 18
percent. The median household income for Fresno County ($34,735) is less than that for
the state of California ($47,493). Almost one-third of the population lacks a high school
degree.

Fresno County has one of the highest concentrations of Latino and Spanish-speaking
people in California, with a 44 percent Latino population.** About 41 percent speak a
language other than English at home, and 77 percent of those speak Spanish. During the
last six months of 2001, the Fresno Superior Court provided interpreter services for
19,051 mandated cases; 90 percent involved Spanish-speaking litigants. No interpreter
services are mandated for most family law, probate, small claims, or other civil cases.
During the fiscal year of 2001-2002, cases filings in these categories were as follows:

e Family law: 4,673

e Probate: 910

e Small claims: 5,051

o Limited civil: 11,275

In 2001, about 40 percent of the Spanish-speaking litigants in these cases required
language assistance. As they attempt to navigate the process successfully, these
individuals face huge challenges, which affect both their ability to seek justice and the
court’s ability to serve them efficiently. Prior to the establishment of the model self-help
project Centro de Recursos Legales, the Fresno court had two assistance programs for
self-represented litigants: the family law facilitator and Family Law Information Center.
Combined, they provided a wide array of services in the area of family law. However,
neither dealt with other civil issues, and neither offered services in Spanish. Furthermore,
the Fresno Court responded to budget cuts by withdrawing funds from the Family Law
Information Center, and it was closed at about the same time Centro de Recursos Legales
was opened. This left the family law facilitator as the only family law self-help program
for non-Spanish-speaking litigants, and the facilitator program is basically limited to
working on issues of child support.

Some community legal services are available in Fresno County. Central California Legal
Services provides assistance to individuals who meet the income guidelines on cases

13 California Department of Finance, “California Statistical Abstract 2004. Table c-2 Civilian
Unemployment Rate by County (2003)”.

4 U.S. Census Bureau, “Fresno County, CA, Table (1), American Community Survey Office,”
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Products/Profiles/Single/2003/ACS/CA.htm (accessed January 28, 2005).
> Administrative Office of the Courts, “2003 Court Statistics Report (2004)”.
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involving housing and other civil matters as well as domestic violence. Centro La
Familia Advocacy provides assistance to income-qualified individuals in the family law
area. Neither program is able to meet the demand for representation, particularly in
family law. In addition, no services are available for those litigants who fall outside the
income restrictions, yet cannot afford counsel.

The goal of the Centro de Recursos Legales was to fill the gap in services to Spanish-
speaking litigants and minimize the barriers they face by providing assistance in
completing forms, education about the court process, workshops on various case types,
and interpreter services at the court.

Description of Model

Goals of Program

Centro de Recursos Legales was designed to provide court-operated, self-help legal
assistance to Fresno County’s large Spanish-speaking population. The central goals of
the project were as follows:

e Increase access to justice and education by establishing a Spanish-language self-
help center that would include instructional materials and workshops in Spanish,
and Spanish-speaking staff and volunteers. These services should extend to
potential litigants in outlying courts as well as in the main court in the city of
Fresno;

e Increase the efficiency and effectiveness of the court system by providing
Spanish-language document review of pro per forms and by building a volunteer
interpreters’ bureau through extensive community collaborations; and

e Increase user satisfaction with the court process by making assistance available
through the self-help center and volunteer interpreters’ bureau.

Focus Areas of Law

Originally, the primary focus of Fresno County’s pilot program was to help Spanish-
speaking self-represented litigants in guardianship, unlawful detainer, civil harassment,
and family law cases. The program expected about half of its customers to need
assistance with family law; the Office of the Family Law Facilitator and the Family Law
Information Center were expected to continue handling the remaining family law issues,
particularly for English-speaking litigants. Due to the unexpected closure of the Family
Law Information Center (FLIC), however, services for non-Spanish-speaking family law
litigants on issues other than child support were virtually eliminated. The FLIC had been
serving more than 6,000 self-represented litigants per year, providing assistance in all
areas of family law, domestic violence, and guardianship.’® Its closure left Centro de

16 Administrative Office of the Courts, “A Report to the California Legislature - Family Law Information
Centers: An Evaluation of Three Pilot Programs (2002)”.
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Recursos Legales as the only court resource available for assistance with family law
matters not involving child support. As a result, almost all of the center’s customers
turned to Centro de Recursos Legales for assistance with family law cases, including
divorce, paternity, custody, and visitation, and there is substantial demand for services in
English (about 20 percent of customers). In April 2004, the Family Law Information
Center was reopened. This has helped to relieve Centro de Recursos Legales of much
demand for English-speaking family law assistance.

Project Planning and Start-Up

Two key members of the court staff wrote the grant proposal for Centro de Recursos
Legales: a grant writer and the outreach coordinator. The outreach coordinator also
organized an advisory committee, which became a critical component during early
implementation (see Appendix K for a list of advisory committee members). Involving
community members, particularly those in or serving the Spanish-speaking community,
was a successful mechanism for establishing trust within that community. It also ensured
that the center was not duplicating services available through another community agency.

The advisory committee, formed in July 2002, is composed of nine members, including
three court employees. During the planning and early implementation phases, it met
monthly to discuss its vision, community needs, and resources available to meet these
needs. As the center’s operations became more institutionalized, the advisory committee
began meeting quarterly.

Also in July 2002, start-up tasks were completed. These included locating space for the
center, purchasing furniture and other equipment and supplies, and installing telephone
lines. Other start-up tasks completed between July and October of 2002 include:

e A contract with Key Writing to simplify instructions: family law, guardianship,
civil harassment, and unlawful detainer cases;

e A contract with Panagraph to develop a poster and brochure as promotional
materials for the center;

e Arrangements for the dedication of the center on October 10, 2002; and

e Translation of the first set of simplified instructions (in family law) into Spanish
by the Court Interpreter Division.

Centro de Recursos Legales is located in a one-story building about one mile from the
Fresno County Superior Courthouse. The self-help center and the Office of the Family
Law Facilitator are located across from each other (a small courtyard separates the two
offices) in the same building. Litigants can use the clerk’s office in the family law
facilitator’s office to file documents so they do not have to travel to the courthouse.
Signage (in either English or Spanish) directing visitors to the center is limited, which
may make locating the center more difficult. As the number of customers has increased,
the space has become insufficient, particularly in the lobby/waiting area.

61



People interviewed by the evaluation team (hereafter respondents; see Appendix B)
during the first site visit expressed concern about the center’s location away from the
main court, but during the second site visit, this concern had lessened somewhat.
Respondents explained that the center’s proximity to the Office of the Family Law
Facilitator mitigates the negative aspects of the location for several reasons: (1)
individuals can file paperwork with the clerk in the facilitator’s office, making a trip to
the court unnecessary for most customers; (2) the majority of customers receiving
assistance at Centro de Recursos Legales are doing so for a family law case, and many
are already familiar with the facilitator’s office or may be referred there if the case
involves only child support; and (3) the physical location is close to the highway, has
ample street parking, and is on a bus route. There is a significant advantage in locating
the center near the family law facilitator’s office because the two programs can operate a
seamless system of referrals. The attorney in the facilitator’s office can provide valuable
legal expertise to the center’s director, and the center can assist monolingual Spanish-
speaking customers who come into the facilitator’s office. However, respondents
continued to express the desire to see the center moved either to the court or to a building
within walking distance of the court. A continuing concern expressed by interviewees is
security, which is not provided by the court at the center or the Office of the Family Law
Facilitator.

The advisory committee encouraged the director of the Fresno Health and Consumer
Center, a project of Central California Legal Services, to apply for the position of
community resource manager at the center. Hired in September 2002, this individual is
bilingual and has strong ties to the Latino community. Although not a licensed attorney,
he has a law degree and has gained substantial relevant experience while administering a
service that provided legal assistance in matters of health care, information and education
on legal issues, and representation at administrative hearings. In addition to his legal
experience, he was well-respected and trusted within the Spanish-speaking community.
His involvement during the planning and start-up phases was critical to gaining the trust
of the community and other service providers. He laid the groundwork for the program
by establishing linkages with sources for volunteers (see below for more information
about volunteers), setting up the office, obtaining written materials for advertising,
facilitating the process for translating forms and instructions, and developing volunteer
training.

A series of budget cuts that gave priority to senior court staff caused this individual to
leave the position at Centro de Recursos Legales early in 2003. In April 2003, a
nonattorney and court employee who is also Spanish speaking replaced him. She had
more than 15 years of experience within court operations and brought an important set of
skills to the position. Also due to budget cuts, a non-Spanish-speaking document
examiner with extensive family law experience was assigned to the center. In 2004, a
Spanish-speaking document examiner replaced this person.
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Centro de Recursos Legales officially opened its doors in October 2002. By the end of
that year, three volunteers had completed legal training and were assisting litigants. Two
volunteer clerical workers and four volunteer interpreters had been recruited. The
recruiting and training of volunteers has remained a central strategy for this program.

Populations Served

Volume

As illustrated in figure 3.1, according to quarterly reports and service tracking forms,
Fresno’s center serves roughly 150 customers per month, and this number appears to be
increasing. Both the quarterly report and the service tracking forms report that more than
200 customers were served in the most recent month for which data are available, March
2004."

Figure 3.1
Fresno Center Volume Data
Month Quarterly Reports Intake Forms Service Tracking Forms
June 2003 170 13 64
July 2003 163 53 153
August 2003 157 65 156
September 2003 116 63 228
October 2003 156 60 161
November 2003 156 62 151
March 2004 204 64 223
Monthly average 160 54 162

Demographics

Gender. Most customers at Centro de Recursos Legales are female (59 percent), and
most cases are in the area of family law. About 63 percent of the customers in cases
involving dissolution are female; however, if the case involves paternity, 70 percent of
customers are men. In domestic violence cases, 58 percent of customers are female.

Age. More than 60 percent of customers are age 39 or younger. The Fresno program has
a larger percentage of customers in this age range than the programs in San Francisco and
Butte/Glenn/Tehama counties. In the latter, about half the customers are between the
ages of 40 and 60.

Children. Most of the Fresno center’s customers have at least one child (83 percent),
and many (38 percent) have three or more children. By comparison, 9 percent of

17 Data from intake forms suggest much lower customer rates because not every customer may have been
willing to fill out an intake form.
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customers in San Francisco county and 18 percent in Butte/Glenn/Tehama counties report
three or more children.

Race/ethnicity. About 94 percent of the Fresno center’s customers are Latino.

Language. Most of the customers (87 percent) speak a language other than English at
home, usually Spanish (99 percent). About one-third of those customers prefer to receive
services in English. Overall, almost half (42 percent) of customers reported they prefer to
receive services in English.®

Education. About 44 percent of customers have an 8th-grade education or less, a
proportion approximately eight times as high as the similar group in either the San
Francisco or Butte/Glenn/Tehama County programs. Another 23 percent of Fresno’s
customers have educational levels between 9th and 11th grade; one-third have graduated
from high school, but less than 1 percent earned a bachelor’s degree or more. Although
the size of this last group is similar in the Butte/Glenn/Tehama counties program, almost
one-third of San Francisco’s customers, by contrast, have a bachelor’s degree or more.

Employment. Half of the Fresno center’s customers are employed (13 percent part-time
and 36 percent full-time). These percentages are similar to those reported by the other
direct services programs. However, among those who are not working, the Fresno
center’s customers are about twice as likely attribute their unemployment to reasons other
than disability or retirement. (See figure 3.2 for a summary of demographic information.)

Figure 3.2
Population Served by Fresno Center: Summary Statistics
Customer Intake Forms

% N
Gender
Female 59% 279
Male 41% 195
(missing) 5
Total 479
Age
10-19 years 1% 4
20-29 years 28% 127
30-39 years 36% 162
40-49 years 25% 112
50 or older 11% 51
(missing) 23
Total 479
Race/Ethnicity *
African American 2% 10
Hispanic 94% 439
White/non-Hispanic 3% 16
Other (!ncludin.g. Native American 0% 5
and Asian/Pacific Islander)

18 A total of 214 customers completed this question, less than half of those completing intake forms overall.
It is not clear why so many customers did not answer this question, but it might have affected the results.
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Figure 3.2 (continued)

% N
Speak a language other than English
at home
Yes 87% 406
No 13% 61
(missing) 12
Total 479
If yes, which language?
Spanish 99% 394
Other 1% 3
(missing) 9
Total 406
Preference of Service Provision
Language (for only those who speak
a foreign language at home)
English 33% 57
Spanish 67% 116
Other 1% 1
(missing) 82
Total 406
Monthly household income
$500 or less 25% 99
$501-$1000 40% 157
$1001-$1500 23% 91
$1501-$2000 8% 31
$2001 or more 5% 19
(missing) 82
Total 479
Education
8th grade or less 44% 188
9th to 11th grade 23% 96
High school graduate or GED 22% 94
Some college 7% 28
Associates Degree, Bachelors 1% 18
Degree, Graduate Degree
(missing) 55
Total 479
Number of children
None 17% 71
One 21% 86
Two 25% 102
Three 22% 90
Four or more 16% 67
(missing) 63
Total 479

! Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one race/ethnicity.
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Household income. Although the employment rates of customers in the Fresno center
are comparable to those at the centers in Butte/Glenn/Tehama and San Francisco
counties, the incomes reported are lower. About 64 percent of the Fresno center’s
customers report a monthly household income of under $1,000. This group is more than
20 percentage points larger than the same category in either of the other two direct
services programs. In the Fresno center, only 13 percent of customers report incomes
exceeding $1,500 per month. In Butte/Glenn/Tehama counties, about one-third of
customers report incomes exceeding $1,500 per month, as do almost half of the San
Francisco center’s customers. At the Fresno center, most customers (78 percent) say they
cannot afford to hire an attorney.

Other demographic comparisons. Aside from the ethnicity and language characteristics
that are expected in a Spanish-speaking self-help center model, the customers of Centro
de Recursos Legales are differentiated from customers at the two other direct service
programs in Butte/Glenn/Tehama and San Francisco counties in several ways. Centro de
Recursos Legales customers tend to be younger and have larger families. There is a
higher rate of unemployment. As previously discussed, educational and monthly income
levels are also lower.

The Fresno center’s customers are also different than the general Fresno County
population. Although customers have a high school completion rate similar to the county
population, the percentage of customers with less than high school completion is greater,
and the percentage with some college is lower. (See figure 3.3). The center was designed
to serve the Hispanic population in Fresno county, and when center demographics are
compared to the census data for the county’s Hispanic population, the distribution of
education levels is fairly comparable. Centro de Recursos customers reflect higher rates
below the high school graduate level lower rates above high school.

66



Figure 3.3
Comparing Center Customers With the General Population in
Fresno County: Education

Self-help center customers W General population

8th grade or less 44% h 18%

9th to 11th grade 23% B 1%

High school diploma 2204 2104
or GED ° I 2

Some college 7% -22%

Associates degree 4% . 7%
Bachelors degree 0% - 12%
Graduate degree 0% F 6%

T T T T T T T T T

100% 80% 60% 40% 20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

U.S. Census Bureau; Fresno County, CA, DP-2 Profile of Selected Social Characteristics: 2000, American FactFinder.
Retrieved July 22, 2004 from the U.S. Census Bureau Web site: http:/quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/06/06019lk.html
Note: Numbers have been rounded and may not sum to exactly 100 percent.

With respect to income, Centro de Recursos Legales customers are similar to the county
population in the middle income range ($1,000-$2,000 per month), a greater percentage
make under $1,000 per month and a lower percentage make more than $2,000 per month
(see figure 3.4). These differences are also found when comparing the Centro de
Recursos Legales customers to census data for the Hispanic population of Fresno County.
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Figure 3.4
Comparing Center Customers With the General Population in
Fresno County: Household Monthly Income in Dollars

Self-help center customers M General population

$1000 or less 64% I 12%
$1,001-$2,000 31% . 24%
$2,001 or more 5% - 65%

100% 80% 60% 40% 20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

U.S. Census Bureau; Fresno County, CA, DP-3 Profile of Selected Economic Characteristics: 2000,
American FactFinder. Retrieved July 22, 2004 from the U.S. Census Bureau Web site:
http://quickfacts.census.gov/gfd/states/06/060191k.html

Note: The Self-Help pilot project data and the census data do not perfectly match. The census data
categories are as follows: $833 or less; $834 to $2084 and over. Numbers have been rounded and may not
sum to exactly 100 percent.

As shown in figure 3.5, the percentage of Centro de Recursos Legales customers who
speak a language other than English at home is more than double that of the general
Fresno County population. Census data for the Hispanic population of Fresno County
indicate that 29 percent speak English at home. Only 13 percent of customers speak
English at home.
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Figure 3.5
Comparing Center Customers With the General Population in
Fresno County: Speaks a Language Other Than English at Home

Self-help center customers MW General population

Speaks a Langugge 87%
Other Than English 41%
at Home

Other Language
Spoken at Home is 100%
Spanish

7%

100% 80% 60% 40% 20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

U.S. Census Bureau; Fresno County, CA, DP-2 Profile of Selected Social Characteristics: 2000, American
FactFinder. Retrieved July 22, 2004 from the U.S. Census Bureau Web site:
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/06/06019Ik.html

Service Staffing

Paid Personnel

Centro de Recursos Legales employs two full-time staff members. In interviews
conducted during site visits, respondents spoke very highly of the two full-time staff
members. Specifically, respondents said both are highly skilled in their respective
positions, committed to the center’s success, and respectful of the customers being
served.

Community resource manager. This individual is responsible for daily operations.
Respondents described the contributions of the first community resource manager,
focusing on his ability to engage other community service providers and the Spanish-
speaking community. Several people interviewed said his contributions were vital during
the planning and early implementation of the program, and many individuals were
concerned about the center’s viability after he left. However, those interviewed during the
second site visit reported that his successor, the current community resource manager, has
also made crucial contributions to the project, primarily through her operational and
administrative skills as well as her close relationship with other court employees. She has
worked for the court in Fresno County for 15 years, has been assigned to almost every
task in court operations, and is experienced in all court procedures. Furthermore, she has
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a high level of credibility with other court employees and can communicate well with
them.

Court examiner. This individual works directly to provide assistance to customers.
During the first evaluation site visit, several respondents expressed concern about the
court examiner’s inability to speak Spanish. However, during the second site visit, most
respondents reported that this had proven not to be as large an obstacle as they had
thought. This was primarily due to the consistent availability of volunteers to assist the
staff person in communicating with customers, as well as the staff person’s excellent
skills in performing her job duties (especially document review and procedural
knowledge). The court examiner worked previously at the Office of the Family Law
Facilitator, and respondents said she has a strong understanding of family law issues.
However, interviewees reported that this is not the ideal staffing situation for two
reasons: (1) her presence does not contribute to building trust between the court and the
Spanish-speaking community and (2) using a volunteer’s time to interpret for a staff
member is inefficient. In April 2004, a bilingual court examiner who previously worked
as a clerk in the family law department replaced the previous court examiner.

Volunteers
Fresno County’s self-help center relies heavily on volunteers, all of them bilingual, to
help customers at the center and to provide courtroom interpreting services.

Direct self-help center service. Since it opened, the Centro de Recursos Legales has
recruited 44 volunteers to work in the center itself. Volunteers provide services directly
to the public by answering phones, assisting customers at the front desk, completing and
entering evaluation forms, interpreting for the staff, and providing one-on-one assistance.

Volunteers who assist at the center are recruited from a variety of sources. Two local
senior citizen organizations have placed four volunteers at the center since its inception.
All of these have been full-time and, according to respondents, have been important
contributors to the success of the program. The partnership is mutually beneficial to both
organizations; the self-help center benefits from having no- or low-cost help, and the
senior citizen center benefits from having stable and professional placements for its
customers.

There have also been five volunteers from the general public, several who have been with
the center since before it opened. Individuals interviewed explained that these are very
dedicated individuals who care deeply for the population served by the center and want to
ensure greater access to the courts.

Interpretation services. Since it opened, the Centro de Recursos Legales has recruited
31 volunteer interpreters. Having interpreters available has cut down substantially on the
number of continuances due to language barriers, which allows the court to function more
efficiently. The volunteers themselves are gaining valuable real-world experience in court
interpretation and, as a result, are passing the written state interpreter test at a much
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higher rate than the state average. Litigants are also benefiting by being able to
understand court proceedings and communicate with the court, resulting in greater access
to justice.

Volunteers are recruited primarily from the Southern California School of Interpreting,
which has a branch in Fresno. Interpreters are asked to commit to a minimum of four
hours per week of volunteering. The center’s community resource manager goes to the
school each semester and describes the volunteer opportunity. Some volunteers are
recruited through that mechanism, and others hear about the opportunity through
classmates. In addition, the center developed a small brochure that advertises the
volunteer interpreters’ bureau. When a potential volunteer calls the center, he or she
speaks with the community resource manager, who describes the self-help center, the
interpreter program, the application process and background check, and the standards of
the court. The individual then comes into the center and completes a basic application
and consents to a background check, which is the standard check used for court
employees. The community resource manager converses with the individual in Spanish to
ensure fluency. She then sends the person to the court for the background check.

Clerical support. A consistent challenge from the center’s beginning had been the lack of
paid clerical staff. Volunteers or the two professional paid staff must operate the front
desk, answer phones, and perform other clerical duties. Since the second site visit,
however, the court has hired two of the clerical volunteers. The center is still only
allocated part of their time. Training that these individuals have received from the center
has been of significant benefit to their work in other parts of the court. The rotation of
staff that has been trained by the center out to work in other parts of the court has not
been optimal for the program’s operations.

Supervision and Training

Attorney supervision. Attorney supervision is available on call at the Office of the
Family Law Facilitator (in the same office complex as the center). Also, a managing
attorney is located at the court. Initially, there was no on-site attorney supervision. Due
to concerns about the off-site location of the original managing attorney, the family law
facilitator was asked to play a supervisory role and make herself available to Centro de
Recursos Legales staff when necessary. Neither of these attorneys spends time at the
center on a daily basis.

In April 2004, the Family Law Information Center (FLIC) was reopened. There is a good
working relationship between the attorney from FLIC and the director of the Centro de
Recursos Legales. Beginning in January 2005, staff from the center will be going with
the attorney from FLIC to outlying areas of the county in an effort to bring services to a
greater portion of the community.

Training of service volunteers. The volunteer training program for individuals who
provide direct assistance to customers at the self-help center includes six modules:
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e Customer service training (providing quality service for the public);
e Code of ethics for court employees;

e Training on what constitutes legal advice;

e Information about sexual harassment;

e Diversity training; and

e Disability awareness.

The center has prepared training manuals and information packets for all volunteers. In
addition, new volunteers observe the triage process, and they are asked to complete
packets of forms and instructions for review by staff. The process of filling out the forms
not only provides education to new recruits, it also gives them a taste of the experience of
self-represented litigants in the court. Training also includes watching a video on family
law mediation and observing subject-matter workshops.

In addition, learning occurs on the job as volunteers begin to work with customers.
Volunteers are carefully supervised by experienced staff, who are always available for
questions. Volunteers learn by repeated use of the forms and instructions. They are not,
however, permitted to conduct the document review for customers. The staff document
examiner performs this task. The volunteers, however, are located near this person and
benefit from her expertise throughout the day.

Training of interpreters. Training for the volunteer interpreters has several phases and
is extensive. A 90-minute orientation conducted by the center’s community resource
manager covers ethics (confidentiality, sexual harassment, improprieties, etc.), security,
terminology, logistics, and the activity sheets volunteers must complete to track their
activities. The volunteer is given a packet of information that includes center brochures, a
glossary of legal terms (in English), a list of commonly used abbreviations and acronyms,
and two documents translating common legal terms from English into Spanish. After the
orientation is complete, an appointment is scheduled with the coordinator of the court
interpreter program®®. She then conducts an additional four-hour orientation for
volunteers. The orientation explains the volunteer program, discusses the ethics of court
interpreting, and provides a court tour (where volunteers are introduced to several bench
officers and other court personnel); then an ID badge is issued. During the orientation, the
individual’s Spanish-language skills are assessed. After this orientation, the individual (or
group) meets with one of the paid court interpreters for an additional four hours of
training. This includes observing in court and observing a family court orientation session
as well as a mediation session. Volunteers start by using a listening device so they can
hear the proceedings being interpreted.

9 The interpreter coordinator’s primarily responsibility is to work with paid court-certified interpreters
(those appointed in cases in which interpreters are mandated); however, she also works closely with the
center’s volunteer interpreters.
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During site visits, respondents explained that individualized mentoring of volunteers is an
important aspect of the volunteer interpreters’ bureau. Paid court interpreters, if they
express an interest, are paired with a volunteer to “show them the ropes.” One staff
member has been instrumental in developing the mentor aspect of the program, and
respondents said that her contributions have been invaluable. VVolunteers are continually
assessed to see where they have developed and what areas need further work.

Analysis of Customers Served

Language of Service Provision

According to service tracking data, almost 80 percent of services at the Fresno center are
provided in Spanish and the other 20 percent in English. This is interesting, given that
only 55 percent of customers completing intake forms say they prefer to receive services
in Spanish. An underreporting by Spanish-language customers on the intake forms may
cause this. Regardless, the service tracking and intake form data support the feedback
given by respondents: Having one of the two primary staff members speak only English
did not substantially reduce the center’s ability to serve Spanish-speaking customers.

On the intake forms, only a handful of individuals report speaking a language other than
English or Spanish at home. However, according to a few respondents, Fresno County
has an increasing number of individuals who speak other languages, including Hmong
and Laotian. These respondents expressed the hope that the court eventually would assist
individuals in these languages as well, in part because so few community resources are
available for those populations.

Case Types and Issues

About 90 percent of Centro de Recursos Legales customers seek help with family law
matters (see figure 3.6 for an overview). This figure is far higher than the comparable
percentage in Butte/Glenn/Tehama or San Francisco counties. The closure of the Fresno
Family Law Information Center and the restriction of the Fresno family law facilitator to
provide assistance only in child support matters may well have contributed to this high
percentage of family law customers. For example, in San Francisco County, the family
law facilitator has funding to handle a wide array of family law matters in addition to
child support, thereby allowing the model self-help project to focus on other areas of civil
litigation. The remaining 10 percent of Centro de Recursos Legales customers bring a
mixture of civil/small claims and unlawful detainer cases to the center.
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Figure 3.6
Fresno Center: Case Types Served!
Service Tracking Forms

Case Type % N
Family* 89% 1,266
Dissolution 74% 729
Adoption 0% 2
DVPA 10% 96
Paternity 12% 115
Other 4% 42
Civil 3% 55
Unlawful detainer 3% 54
Probate 1% 26
Other 1% 14
(missing) 67
Total 1,482

! Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one case type.
* Many tracking forms indicated a family law case but did not provide further details on type of issue
being addressed.

Within the family law area, 74 percent of customers are working with dissolution, 12
percent with paternity, and 10 percent with domestic violence prevention matters. The
most frequently raised issue across all family law case types is child visitation (80
percent), followed by child support (12 percent) and custody (8 percent).

Almost all divorce cases (92 percent) involve visitation issues. Domestic violence cases
most often involve visitation (44 percent) and child support (38 percent) issues. The vast
majority (86 percent) of paternity cases involve visitation issues. Custody is most often
an issue in divorce (46 percent) and paternity (30 percent) cases. Visitation is most often
an issue in divorce (70 percent) and paternity (24 percent) cases.

Overall, the Fresno program assists moving parties 79 percent of the time. Whether
customers are seeking help with family law, civil/small claims, or unlawful detainer,
most need assistance to start a case or to make a motion within an existing case.

It is noteworthy that this holds true for unlawful detainer cases in which the moving party
is the landlord. About 72 percent of the customers seeking help with unlawful detainer
cases were landlords. The Butte/Glenn/Tehama project also assisted landlords more
frequently (67 percent of unlawful detainer cases). In both locations, local legal services
agencies provide community-based assistance to defendants in public eviction defense
matters. In San Francisco County, however, the model self-help program collaborated
with a legal services agency to conduct eviction defense clinics at the court as part of its
program, and the resulting proportion of landlords to tenants was predictably reversed.
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Types of Services
Most of the customers at Centro de Recursos Legales receive either legal procedural
information (54 percent) of other general information about the court (37 percent).

Assistance with forms is provided primarily through the use of written instructional
materials or through workshops. Forms with instructions are provided to customers 37
percent of the time. Once forms are completed, the court examiner reviews them for
accuracy and completeness. Document review is provided to 34 percent of the
customers.

The center also provides help to litigants by explaining court orders. Interestingly, 67
percent of customers requesting this service are male.

Interpreter services are provided to 23 percent of Centro de Recursos Legales customers.
In addition, in January through August 2004, these interpreter volunteers assisted 194
self-represented litigants in court and 78 in mediation sessions.

Description of Service Delivery

Virtually all services provided by the Fresno self-help center are provided in a one-on-
one manner.? Individual assistance is provided to help customers complete court forms
correctly and to understand the court process better. In addition, the Fresno center assists
customers individually with court interpretation.

One-on-One Assistance

According to service tracking data, almost all of the Fresno center’s services are provided
on an individual basis. Intake and service tracking data do not include interpreter
services, but those services are provided individually as well.

According to respondents, one-on-one assistance is crucial for most of the Fresno
center’s customers due to several possible factors. Family law cases, for example, tend to
be legally complex. A diagnostic assessment of their case status (triage) is required to
identify what options may be available to customers. They may be required to prepare
various combinations of forms. Once a customer has completed a set of forms, center
staff reviews the documents to make sure they are complete and ready to file and serve.
Furthermore, many customers must face the language barrier with very little formal
education.

Respondents believe that the need for in-depth assistance may contribute to the lower
overall volume of Centro de Recursos Legales when compared to the other direct service
programs.

0 The center did not complete service tracking forms on all individuals who came to the center only to buy
forms/instruction packets, so those individuals are not accurately represented in administrative data.
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Workshops

Centro de Recursos Legales offers dissolution workshops every other Friday at 8:30 a.m.
No respondents to petitions for dissolution were scheduled to attend workshops.
Presumably, this is because of the time-sensitive nature of the need to prepare and file
responsive papers.

The workshops are held at the self-help center, which is closed to the public when the
workshops take place. The court examiner and a volunteer who interprets into Spanish
facilitate the workshop. Workshops typically last three to four hours and average five
attendees. According to administrative data, the workshops help individuals with
preparing forms, referrals, and legal/procedural information. Each week, the workshop
covers a specific topic. Topics include:

e Starting a divorce/legal separation;
e Notice of motion/order to show cause; or
e Petition to establish parental relationship.

The workshops are conducted in a “small group” style. Respondents explained that this
format has been very successful in addressing English language and general literacy
barriers. For example, if an attendee is not comfortable writing in English, another
attendee might complete the answer to a particular question on the form for herself first
and then help the other person fill in the answer on the form (based on what that person
asked her to write). Self-help center staff pretype as much personal information as
possible on the forms prior to the workshop and give attendees copies of those forms so
that they do not have to rewrite the same information on every form.

Through the assistance of an advisory board member, the self-help center was able to
obtain space at the adult school to offer a divorce workshop in the evening. However, the
first time it was offered, only one person came, and the second time, no one attended. As
a result, evening workshops are no longer being offered, at least until there is greater
demand.

Beginning in January 2005, the attorney from the Family Law Information Center and
staff from Centro de Recursos Legales are traveling to outlying locations in Fresno
County to deliver self-help services. The attorney from FLIC does not speak Spanish;
therefore, the volunteer interpreters’ bureau is working to recruit interpreters from
community centers in the locations where services will be offered. The Centro de
Recursos Legales director expects that more workshops will be developed to serve these
outlying areas.

Interpreter Services: In-Court and Mediation

Interpretation services are provided at the court during hearings, for child custody
mediations at family court, and during orientation to family court services. Those
interviewed during site visits report that the volunteer interpreters’ bureau has been an
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extremely successful aspect of the self-help center, providing all participants with
substantial benefits.

Phone Assistance

Centro de Recursos Legales staff and volunteers answer telephone calls from self-
represented litigants. Various kinds of tasks can be accomplished over the telephone.

For example, brief case assessment can take place. ldentification of issues, determination
of whether or not the center can provide the help needed, case status information from the
court’s registry of actions, and substantial procedural information and education can be
provided on a variety of legal topics. In some cases, an unnecessary trip to the center or
to the court might be avoided. Access to the Centro de Recursos Legales by telephone
facilitates assistance to individuals who cannot get to the center during business hours
due to work, lack of child care, or disability. The center receives an average of 25 calls
per day.

Written Materials

Centro de Recursos Legales offers many written resources to the public. It has English
and Spanish instructions on how to fill out the eight most commonly filed forms in family
law, guardianship, civil harassment, and unlawful detainer.

The center was fortunate to have numerous volunteers from the community and the court
assist with the process of translating the materials into Spanish. The center hired a
consultant to translate the materials into plain English or accessible text.* Once the
consultant translates the materials into plain English, they are reviewed and edited by
various court divisions and then translated into Spanish with the assistance of center
volunteers. A review of the Spanish-language translation revealed that as a result, the
instructions were no longer in plain or accessible text. Therefore, the Spanish-language
instructions were re-translated into plain or accessible Spanish text. Fortunately, these
services were provided on a voluntary basis; otherwise, the costs of re-translating the
instructions could have become prohibitive.

Respondents explained that these instructions have been very useful to customers.
Although many still need assistance completing the forms correctly, having
understandable instructions in Spanish accomplishes two purposes: (1) it gives
individuals a place to start in completing forms and (2) it makes the court seem more
accessible to the general public (i.e., nonattorneys). Some individuals expressed a hope
that the Administrative Office of the Courts (AOC) would take the lead in translating
instructions into accessible text in English and other languages, particularly Spanish, so
that counties would not have to duplicate efforts but could instead concentrate on creating
supplemental county-specific instructions.

21 Accessible or plain English text refers to text that is easy to understand and read for individuals with
average levels of literacy. For more information, please refer to the Transcend Web site:
<http://www.transcend.net/at/index.htmI>
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Internet/E-mail Services

Fresno County’s court Web site has a link to the center and includes a description of the
center’s services and hours of operation. The Web site also includes links to all the
instructions and forms packets in both Spanish and English. The court’s information
technology department maintains the Web site.

The center also has the I-CAN! domestic violence module installed on its computers. |-
CAN! is an interactive program designed to help self-represented litigants complete their
own pleadings by answering questions in plain English or Spanish. It was purchased by
Central California Legal Services (CCLS), the legal aid provider in Fresno County, and
was shared with the self-help center. Initially, it was not available in Spanish, but the
translated version has subsequently become available. At first, the center staff had to
resolve technical problems. Once that had been accomplished and the staff trained, the I-
CAN! program was made available to the public. Use of the program, however, has not
proven practical for the center. Centro de Recursos Legales customers are not
experienced with the use of computers, and the amount of staff time required to help
customers use the program has turned out to be prohibitive. As a result, the program is
almost never used.

Chronological Description of Service Flow

Referrals to the Center

According to respondents, most customers hear about the self-help center through word
of mouth in the community. However, administrative data show a more diverse referral
base, as seen in Figure 3.7. About 31 percent of customers hear about the center from
friends or family. The court clerks refer customers to the center in 20 percent of the
cases. Centro de Recursos Legales has the lowest rate of referrals from the court clerks
of all three direct service programs. Family Court Services refers 17 percent of the
customers. Customers also heard about the center from a variety of sources, including
legal aid, the Office of the Family Law Facilitator, the child support agency, and
community organizations.
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Figure 3.7
How Customers Heard About the Fresno Center?
Customer Intake Forms

Source % N
Friend or family 31% 120
Clerk’s office 20% 76
Family court services 17% 66
Legal aid, legal services 10% 38
Family law facilitator 7% 28
DA, local child support agency 6% 25
Community service agency 6% 25
Pamphlets, written materials, posters 2% 9
Attorney 1% 5
Judge, commissioner 1% 5
Other court personnel 1% 2
Other 2% 6
Total 405

1
Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one source.

Men are somewhat more likely than women to hear about the center through the district
attorney or local child support agency (5 percent difference) or family court services (8
percent difference). Women are more likely than men (9% difference) to hear about the
center through friends or family.

Only 2 percent of individuals reported learning about the center from written
materials/pamphlets, even though the center prioritized print-advertising materials for the
public. Most of the posters/brochures are distributed within the court, which might
explain this finding. The center distributes its brochures within the Spanish-speaking
community via a community newspaper, which may increase the success of print-
advertising materials. In addition, a foto-novella has been created and distributed to
various locations in the community. The foto-novella, a common medium in the
Hispanic community, is a short, eight-page magazine that tells a story with pictures. The
foto-novella from Centro de Recursos Legales tells a story about a customer getting help
from the center.

Previous Attempts to Get Help
Most of the center’s customers (77 percent) had not sought help with their legal problem
from any other source prior to coming to Centro de Recursos Legales. Of those that had
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sought help, 45 percent went to legal aid. Other common sources of help included family
and friends (21 percent), paralegals (12 percent), and private attorneys (8 percent).

Intake Procedure

The Centro de Recursos Legales director reports that initial case assessment (triage) is
critical to the program’s ability to provide services. When customers first arrive at the
center, they sign in at the front desk. They are provided with an intake sheet containing
questions designed to guide staff in identifying their particular legal need. Triage is
necessary to determine what cases are appropriate for the center to address.

Customers who have already completed forms and simply require a document check are
assisted in an expedited manner. Other customers require more in-depth interviews to
determine what it is they are trying to accomplish. These customers are taken on a first-
come-first-served basis.

The court’s computer system must be checked to see if the customer has a case pending
and, if so, the status of that case. Other related cases must be identified and the
relationship among the cases clarified.

Emergency matters must be identified. Examples are requests for restraining orders,
time-sensitive matters such as deadlines for responses in family law or answers in
unlawful detainer or other civil litigations.

Possible options must be identified for customers with respect to the problem they
brought to the center. Procedural information is provided based on the status of the case.
Once customers decide what procedure they want to pursue, forms and instructions
packets are provided. If customers are successful in completing the forms, staff check the
documents to make sure they have been completed correctly, and procedural information
is given about the next steps in the process. If customers are having trouble completing
the forms, they are scheduled into a workshop or receive individual assistance.

The process for scheduling an interpreter can happen in two ways. The individual
needing assistance can call the self-help center and provide the dates an interpreter is
needed, and the community resource manager will then e-mail the request to the
coordinator who manages the volunteer interpreters’ schedules. Requests can also come
directly from the bench. These go straight to the volunteer interpreters’ bureau for
scheduling.

Referrals From the Center

As seen in figure 3.8, service tracking data show that 11 percent of customers assisted by
the center are referred to another provider. The two most frequent referrals are to a
lawyer referral service (35 percent) and the Office of the Family Law Facilitator (34
percent). Legal aid is another common referral (18 percent). The Fresno center does not
make many referrals to nonlegal community resources (less than 10 during the period
under review).
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Figure 3.8
Fresno Center Referrals Made to Legal Service Providers®
Service Tracking Forms

Referral % N
Lawyer referral service 34% 51
Family law facilitator 34% 50
Legal services 17% 26
Other legal service 9% 14
Local child support agency 4% 6
Small claims advisor 2% 4
Public defender 1% 2
Total 153

! Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one provider.

Returning for Service

Overall, Centro de Recursos Legales has a high rate of customers returning to the center
for additional help (51 percent), compared with the Butte/Glen/Tehama regional project
(27 percent) and the San Francisco project (22 percent). Most customers come in initially
for assistance with procedural information and the process of filing a case. Both
administrative data and reports from respondents indicate that customers take the forms
and instructions home to complete, then return to the center for a review of their
paperwork (45 percent). They also return for help with the next step in their court

procedure (51 percent) or with additional questions (36 percent). (See figure 3.9 for more
detail.)
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Figure 3.9
Fresno Center: Reason for Customers’ Return Visits®
Service Tracking Forms

Reason % N
Next step in the process 51% 439
Document review 44% 385
Has additional questions 36% 310
Needs help with forms 10% 86
Filing 5% 51
iI:I]eceodusrtaccess to an interpreter to help translate 204 29
Needs help understanding a court order 1% 16
Court appearance preparation workshop 1% 15
Responding to new papers 1% 13
Other 5% 49
Total 1,386

! percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one reason.
About 51 percent of visits were from customers who returned for assistance.

Budget and Expenditures

During the first year of operation, the majority of program expenses were for operations
(63 percent). The remaining 37 percent was spent on personnel. That is due in part to
staff savings accruing during the period of recruitment. Half of the operational
expenditures went for the design of publicity materials and development and translation
into Spanish of forms and instructions. An additional 25 percent went to purchase office
equipment. The remaining 25 percent was for office supplies, postage, photocopying,
rent, and travel for training.

During the second year of operations, as staffing was in place, the distribution between
the cost of personnel (67 percent) and operations (33 percent) was reversed. In this year,
the bulk of operational costs was for equipment (39 percent). Advertising and
development of materials accounted for 28 percent of operating expenses. Photocopying
(13 percent), rent (12 percent), and other miscellaneous charges accounted for the rest of
operating expenses.

In the third grant year, an even higher percentage (76 percent) of program expenditures
were devoted to personnel, with the remaining 24 percent covering operating expenses.
The largest proportions of operating expenses were for printing and photocopying (23
percent), including usage of the photocopier at the center and reproduction of publicity
materials such as foto-novelas, and office equipment (23 percent). Significant operating
expenses also involved professional and specialized services (19 percent), including Web
site development and development of forms instructions, and rent (18 percent).
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Collaboration and Outreach

The Fresno center has made strides in communicating information about its services
within the court and in the community. Court leadership and court resources have been
particularly helpful in the outreach efforts of the self-help center.

Collaboration Within the Court

Because of the center’s location next to the Office of the Family Law Facilitator, the two
offices work together often. The facilitator’s staff often send Spanish-speaking people to
receive assistance from the center’s staff and volunteers. Likewise, the self-help center
sends people to the facilitator’s office when (1) they have a child support-only case and
(2) they are either bilingual or there is a center volunteer available to interpret. In
addition, individuals receiving assistance at the center can file papers at the facilitator’s
office, which eliminates the need to go to the court to file.

At an administrative level, Centro de Recursos Legales works closely with the other
divisions of court operations. Relationships between the program and other parts of the
court are facilitated by the fact that two primary staff members currently with the center
were court employees for several years and are respected by the court leadership. In
addition, the proposal for the creation of the center was originally drafted by two court
administrative staff members, the grant writer and outreach coordinator. These two
individuals were the driving force behind the center’s vision and proposal, and they were
very involved during the planning phase.

Individuals interviewed during site visits explained that the support and involvement of
the court leadership (executive officers, judges) is very important when starting a new
center or expanding existing services. For example, the close working relationship
between the center and other areas of court operations allowed for a working partnership
with court interpreters to jointly refine the volunteer interpreters’ bureau process.

Although the court leadership is very supportive of the program, court employees in
general do not appear to have a clear understanding of the actual services the center
provides. This observation is supported by the low levels of referrals from court clerks
reflected in the intake data. Many respondents were not able to accurately describe the
assistance that self-represented litigants can receive from the center. However, even
without an accurate understanding of services, court staff are able to refer Spanish-
speaking customers to the center for assistance or, if necessary, for a referral to another
service provider. Before the center opened, clerks were largely unable to refer Spanish-
speaking customers to community resources because few were available for individuals
who lacked an interpreter. Respondents said that few court clerks are able or willing to
assist customers in Spanish, and to address this, the center created written materials that
can be handed out to the public explaining in Spanish how the self-help center can help.
However, according to individuals interviewed, except for the “post-it” note with the
center’s address and a map on it, these materials are not routinely distributed.
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Collaboration and Public Relations Outside the Courts

Fresno County’s self-help center works closely with local community-based legal and
social service providers and local colleges and vocational schools to recruit volunteers
and assist with outreach. During the early planning and implementation phase, the
community resource manager was actively involved in reaching out to these
organizations and made presentations to a number of community-based social and legal
service providers. Respondents stressed that building relationships was crucial to the
success of the program, especially in terms of volunteers, outreach, and the center’s
development. During the early development stages of the project, legal providers and
organizations in the community, along with court personnel, were asked to participate on
an advisory committee. This established an early and meaningful collaborative
relationship between the center and other organizations. Agencies represented on the
advisory committee include Central California Legal Services, Fresno County Bar
Association-Pro Bono Section, Fresno-Madera Area Agency on Aging (FMAAA),
United Health Center, Centro La Familia, Economic Opportunities Commission, and
Cesar Chavez Adult School. Respondents said the advisory board has been a successful
vehicle for collaborating with the community to refine the center’s strategies and improve
awareness of the center.

The first formal advertising of the Fresno County program took place in fall 2002, when
the California chief justice dedicated the center. The dedication generated strong
publicity, although the timing was not optimal because the center was not yet ready to
serve the public (the center was still creating instructions, recruiting volunteers, and
hiring staff).

The center developed colorful posters and brochures, which include a map to the center,
to be distributed to court and outside community agencies. The Spanish-language
newspaper, which reaches about 20,000 readers each month, recently began running
advertisements about the center. A foto-novella that explains center services through a
story told using words and pictures has recently been distributed at various locations in
the community. Respondents expressed the fear that if the center becomes better known,
the demand for services will be too high to accommodate.

Impact on Litigants

Views of Court Personnel and Other Stakeholders
People interviewed during site visits reported that the impact of the self-help center on
self-represented litigants has been large, primarily due to three basic factors:

e Volunteer interpreters’ bureau;
e Assistance with completing forms; and

e Information provided about the court process (steps that must be taken in a case).
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Litigants have a more accurate understanding of the steps that must be taken to move a
case forward, which has reduced frustration and mistrust of the judicial system. As a
result, litigants are more patient and less hostile with court employees, particularly clerks,
when submitting paperwork or doing other court business.

According to respondents, self-represented litigants also are experiencing fewer
continuances of hearings due to the unavailability of interpreters, which reduces their
sense of being kept outside the judicial process.

Last, respondents reported that Spanish-speaking self-represented litigants feel more
positive about their access to court, primarily because they can better understand what is
happening and can better communicate about their cases.

However, according to respondents, there is still a great level of unmet need. Spanish-
speaking individuals still need more help, primarily with name changes, domestic
violence restraining orders (other resources often have a long waiting list), unlawful
detainer cases, and guardianship. Some respondents noted a growing conflict because of
the availability of services for Spanish-speaking litigants but not for English-speaking
individuals, primarily as a result of the closure of the Family Law Information Center and
cutbacks at the Office of the Family Law Facilitator. Respondents expressed anxiety that
this conflict may grow, and they felt that the court should address this issue strategically.
With the reopening of the Family Law Information Center in April 2004, however, the
problem may recede naturally.

Views of Customers

Customer satisfaction surveys and reports from self-help center staff indicate that Centro
de Recursos Legales is meeting an important need in the community and that customers
provide extremely positive feedback on their experiences at the center.

Vignette: Forms Assistance, Mediation Assistance, and In-Court Interpreting in a Child
Custody Case

Isabel’s husband had recently filed for divorce and was seeking custody of their three
children. Isabel spoke only Spanish. She had received a letter in English from Family
Court Services that included a four-page questionnaire she was required to complete.
When she first came to the center, Isabel was visibly upset because she felt she would lose
her children due to her lack of understanding of the English language and inability to
understand the forms. A bilingual staff member was able to explain the mediation process
to her. The court examiner then assisted Isabel by translating the letter and the
questionnaire. Together, they were able to complete Isabel’s forms. The court examiner
further informed Isabel that the center would assign a volunteer interpreter to assist her at
the mediation, as well as any court hearings pertaining to her case. Isabel was relieved and
grateful for the assistance she received at the center. Isabel indicated that she was delighted
to hear that she, too, could have a voice with regard to her children.
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Customer satisfaction surveys were distributed to Centro de Recursos Legales drop-in
customers? during a two-week period in May 2004. Surveys were received from an
estimated 58 percent of those visiting the center during this period. Although the response
rate is somewhat low in terms of drawing conclusions about customer satisfaction at the
center, the ratings of customer satisfaction received from Fresno customers were
consistently high.

Customers of Centro de Recursos Legales expressed extremely high levels of satisfaction
with the services they received (see figure 3.10). Two-thirds or more of customers
strongly agreed with each of the general satisfaction
questions, and no customers disagreed or strongly
disagreed. Customers were somewhat less likely to
strongly agree that they know more about how the
laws work (66 percent), that they are less confused
about how the court works (71 percent), and that
they know what they need to do next (71 percent).
Customers provided especially high ratings on their interactions with center staff and said
they would be very likely to recommend the center to friends.

“Me escucharon y me trataron
muy bien todo el personal.”

Translation: All the staff listened
to me and treated me very well.
Centro de Recursos Legales
customer

Figure 3.10
Overall Satisfaction
Fresno Center Customer Survey

Strongly agree M Agree

Staff seemed l l l

knowledgeable

Staff explained things
clearly

Staff treated me with
respect

Would recommend to
friends

L

Understand my situation
better

Less worried about my
situation

Less confused about
how court works

Know what I need to do
next

1111

Know more about how
laws work

|
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%2 The Fresno program offers workshops, but no workshops were held during the sample period.
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Customers rated most of the services they received as very helpful or somewhat helpful
(see figure 3.11). They especially valued having staff to answer their questions (97
percent rated them very helpful), receiving assistance with interpretation or translation
(94 percent very helpful), and getting staff help with forms (93 percent very helpful).
Relatively few customers responding to the survey received assistance through
educational materials, referrals, help to prepare for a court hearing, or help following up
with court orders.

Figure 3.11
Satisfaction With Specific Services
Fresno Center Customer Survey

Very helpful l Somewhat helpful

Staff to answer

guestions .

Interpreting/translation .

Staff help with forms I

Written instructions for

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
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Vignette: Forms and Procedural Assistance in Child Custody and Visitation Case

Juan is a divorced father with one child. He came into Centro de Recursos Legales
requesting assistance in modifying his child custody and visitation court orders. Because of
Juan’s limited ability to speak and write English, he was fearful that he would not be able
to adequately convey his concerns regarding the welfare of his child to the court. The
court examiner helped Juan to complete his declaration, conveying all of his concerns
regarding the urgent need to modify the existing court order. The court examiner
explained to Juan the additional steps he needed to take before the hearing date. Several
months later, Juan returned to the center with his child to express his heartfelt thanks for
the assistance he received and to share with the staff the positive outcome of his case.

Juan indicated that it would not have been possible without the existence of the center and

staff.

Impact on Court Process

Respondents said that judges express extremely high levels of support for the program.
The program has had a positive impact on courtroom processes and is viewed as an
integral part of the court process as a whole.

Respondents said that self-represented litigants who receive assistance from the center
are able to understand the process better and present their cases more clearly than those
self-represented litigants who have not received assistance. For example, respondents
often mentioned that when litigants receive help from the center, their forms have far
fewer mistakes, they present more complete and more relevant information to the court,
they include information that is fact based, and they more often have taken the
appropriate steps to move the process along (e.g., notice has been served appropriately).
The outcome, according to respondents, is a fairer decision, less work for clerks assisting
Spanish-speaking self-represented litigants, the perception by litigants of increased access
to justice, and a calmer environment in the court.

The majority of respondents stated that the self-help center has had a strong impact
during hearings due to the availability of interpreters, which reduces continuances caused
by litigants who are not able to present their cases. Interviewees explained that, in some
cases, lack of access to court-certified or trained interpreters results in unfair proceedings
due to the inadequacy of the interpretation. Prior to the availability of volunteer
interpreters, many self-represented litigants had to rely on a friend, family member, or
another individual present in the courtroom, and these interpretations were often biased
or inaccurate.

Court File Review
AOC staff abstracted and analyzed family law dissolution files in Fresno County. The
purpose of the file review was to identify areas in which the Centro de Recursos Legales

88




provided help that can be quantified through the broad case indicators found in the court
file and, more generally, to identify the problems self-represented litigants face in the
course of their dissolution cases. (See Appendix E for the complete file review tables.)

Cases, taken from the period between April and December 2003, were chosen at random
from (1) a list of litigants who received help from Centro de Recursos Legales and (2) a
list of all self-represented litigants who were not on record as having received help from
the center. After excluding certain cases because the litigants had received help from an
attorney, the final dissolution sample included 69 cases in which the petitioner received
help from the center and 119 cases in which there was no record of the petitioner
receiving help from the center.

Several caveats to the findings presented below should be noted. Self-help centers may
have an important role in assisting customers in proceeding to judgment when their
dissolution cases have been unresolved for periods over a year. The sample, by taking
cases filed since April 2003, does not capture those cases. In addition, it is possible that
the litigants who are not on record as receiving help from the Fresno center actually did
receive assistance but did not fill out an intake form. It also appears from the file review
data that cases receiving assistance from the Fresno center in the period sampled are more
likely to involve children and, as a result, may have been more complex than cases in the
comparison group. It was not possible through the court files to identify the language
spoken by the litigants, so the comparison group sample could not be limited to Spanish-
speaking litigants, the population that the center is targeting. Therefore, the comparison
group may have more facility with the English language than those in the group receiving
services from the center. Finally, a court case file does not by any means capture the full
extent of the center’s assistance to its customers.

Background of cases. The Fresno center’s customers, on average, filed petitions sooner
after their date of separation (601 days) than the comparison group (718 days).
Customers’ cases were significantly more likely to involve children (96 percent,
compared to 75 percent for the comparison group)—and a larger number of children—
and less likely to involve property (58 percent, compared to 67 percent for the
comparison group). Interestingly, however, among cases that did involve property,
customers’ cases were more likely to involve some kind of real property (28 percent,
compared to 13 percent for the comparison group).

Center customers and comparison group similar in terms of filing paperwork.
Customers of Centro de Recursos Legales were as successful as the comparison group at
including key elements in their filings. In both groups, 97 percent of litigants filed a
UCCJEA declaration if the case involved children. The groups were also similar in the
proportion who provided some kind of income information with the petition (35 percent
for the center sample, 33 percent for the comparison group) and filed petitions with
missing or inconsistent information (54 percent for the center sample, 58 percent for the
comparison group). Petitioners who had been to the center were less likely to fail to ask
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for the establishment of paternity for children born before the marriage (8 percent,
compared to 14 percent for the comparison group).

Center customers were more likely to effect service, file an order to show cause or
motion, and to have a response filed in their case. Petitioners who had been to the center
were somewhat more likely to serve the responding party with the petition and summons
successfully (68 percent, compared to 62 percent for the comparison group). They were
significantly more likely to file an order to show cause or motion (32 percent, compared
to 20 percent), which may be an indication that the center is assisting customers in
addressing issues such as child custody or visitation prior to the termination of marital
status. Center customers were also more likely to have a response filed in their case (32
percent) than the comparison group (24 percent). Some of these findings may indicate
greater case complexity and longer time frames for cases in which the petitioner had been
to the center.

Proceeding to judgment. Consistent with the finding that petitioners who had been to
the center were more likely to have responses filed in their cases, center customers were
less likely to request a default judgment (16 percent, compared to 28 percent in the
comparison group). Cases of center customers were also less likely to reach judgment (22
percent, compared to 31 percent for the comparison group). Of those cases that did
proceed to judgment, default judgments were the most common (due in part to the time
frame in which data were collected). The mean number of days between petition filing
and termination of marital status was somewhat longer for center customers (253 days)
than for the comparison group (225 days), which may be explained in part by center
customers’ cases being more complex.

Given the fact that the center group was more seriously challenged by language, cultural,
and educational barriers than the non-center group, these findings are an important
indication of the efficacy of the Centro de Recursos Legales program.

Comparison group subsamples. Files in the comparison group were examined for
indications that the petitioner had received some assistance with paperwork, even if not
from Centro de Recursos Legales. In about one-third of the cases in the comparison
group (32 percent), litigants appeared to have received no assistance with paperwork.
When this subgroup is compared to the cases from the Fresno center, some interesting
differences are revealed. Petitions in these cases were substantially more likely to have
missing or inconsistent information (66 percent), and litigants were less likely to have
successfully served the responding party with the petition and summons (50 percent).
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Key Findings and Lessons Learned

Accomplishment of Goals

Providing services in Spanish is viable for self-help centers. It is possible to integrate
services for Spanish-speaking litigants into a self-help center located in a county with a
high proportion of residents who speak Spanish and who have few resources to seek legal
assistance. Building relationships with the Spanish-speaking community and
organizations that serve that community is crucial.

The Centro de Recursos Legales has made great strides toward accomplishing the goals
laid out in the original AOC proposal.

e Centro de Recursos Legales tapped a large and growing unmet need for services
for Spanish-speaking self-represented litigants;

e Two successive community resource managers were successful in designing,
opening, and developing the center;

e Working with community and court volunteers, the center created more than 90
understandable English and Spanish self-help instructions for completing court
forms; and

e The center collaborated with community-based organizations, educational
institutions, and other court departments to create a volunteer interpreters’ bureau
to assist self-represented litigants with interpretation needs in court.

Almost all respondents asserted that the self-help center is providing crucial assistance to
a very needy population and is doing so with a limited budget. The assistance provided at
the actual center and via the volunteer interpreters’ bureau is increasing individuals’
ability to seek justice and, as a result, increasing their satisfaction with the court process
and its outcomes.

Limiting services to non-English speaking litigants is not practical. While all
programs with significant populations of Spanish-speaking litigants should have bilingual
staff, limiting services to non-English speakers does not appear to be practical. In
response to the AOC’s request for a program targeting Spanish-speaking self-represented
litigants, Centro de Recursos Legales designed its program to serve this group.
Implementation of the design, however, was seriously impacted by the closure of the
county’s Family Law Information Center. That decision left the English-speaking
population without any comparable service. The court also elected to withdraw its
additional funding to its family law facilitator, thereby restricting those services to
matters of child support and related issues. Furthermore, there was no court-operated
service in non-family law matters for English-speaking litigants (or those who spoke
other languages). Providing help to some litigants and not others on the basis of language
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is not a workable strategy. As a result, services at Centro de Recursos Legales were
provided in English a great deal of the time.

Service Issues

Volunteer interpreters’ bureau yields numerous committed volunteers. The
volunteer interpreters’ bureau is providing much needed assistance to Spanish-speaking
litigants who need interpretation in family law and other civil law proceedings. It is also
providing training opportunities for individuals interested in becoming court-certified
interpreters. The institutionalization of this volunteer opportunity has allowed it to be
mutually beneficial to litigants, the court, and the volunteers. Ensuring an adequate
quantity of committed and well-trained bilingual volunteers has been crucial to success of
the interpreters’ bureau.

Advisory committee helped ensure a successful center start-up. The center was able
to form a strong and active advisory committee, which includes members of the court,
community-based social and legal service providers, and representatives of the local
educational system. The committee assisted with program development, implementation,
recruitment of volunteers, and outreach. Particularly during the planning and early
implementation phases, the advisory committee was crucial in helping the center build
trust in the Spanish-speaking community.

The extent of legal assistance may be related to the availability of attorney staffing.
Although knowledgeable and well-trained nonattorney staff can perform many self-help
center functions, the day-to-day availability of attorney staff serves to enhance legal
education and assistance techniques and to support other staff. The focus and design of
any program will be significantly affected by the training and professional experience of
its director. Centro de Recursos Legales is the only direct service program that was not
headed by an attorney. Initially, the director was a law school graduate with legal
services experience; however, he left within the first year of operation. The current
director is an experienced court clerk who is bilingual in Spanish. She has extensive
professional experience within the court, a thorough understanding of the difficulties
encountered by non-English-speaking litigants trying to use court services, and knows the
challenges for court staff trying to provide high-quality justice in civil cases where there
IS no statutory requirement for interpreters. She is dedicated to improving access to the
courts for the Spanish-speaking population through the provision of interpreter services.
The volunteer interpreters’ bureau in Fresno has been an enormous success and should be
regarded as a model for any court facing similar language barriers.

It appears as though the legal services component of the program might benefit from the
regular participation of an attorney. The program experiences a significantly lower
volume of customers and a higher rate of return customers than the other direct services
programs. Furthermore, the variety of services and types of service delivery techniques
are more limited than the other direct services programs. Fewer staff and volunteers are
allocated to the various forms of legal assistance such as preparation for hearings or
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completion of orders and judgments. There appears to be less interaction between the
center and the local bar and legal services.

Beginning in January 2005, the attorney from the newly reopened Family Law
Information Center will be working directly with staff from Centro de Recursos Legales
to provide services in outlying areas of Fresno County. It seems likely that the Centro de
Recursos Legales staff will benefit from daily interaction with the attorney from the FLIC
and that the attorney will benefit from the interpreter services and cultural expertise of the
Centro de Recursos Legales staff.

Developing instructions for forms is time consuming but helpful. Developing
instructions for Judicial Council forms was very time consuming during the center’s start-
up phase. With the assistance of volunteer interpreters and the cooperation of department
heads and other court staff, instructions in English and Spanish were developed for 90
forms pertaining to family law, civil harassment, unlawful detainer, and guardianship
matters. Respondents reported that these instructions are very helpful to customers
seeking assistance.

Program staff suggested that the AOC consider developing basic instructions for all
forms in accessible English and Spanish for distribution throughout the state. Counties
could add to those instructions or revise them to reflect county practices.

Inadequate staffing affects capacity. Centro de Recursos Legales does not have any
paid clerical staff, and this staffing decision negatively impacts the center’s ability to
serve customers efficiently. Professional staff members are left to handle all clerical
responsibilities, including answering the phone or welcoming customers into the center,
unless a trained volunteer is available. Furthermore, when volunteers are available, a
better user of their time is having them assist customers directly (either by assisting with
questions or forms or interpreting for the court examiner).

Court employees should be fully aware of center services. Respondents during both
rounds of site visits reported that many court employees, including clerks, were not fully
aware of the services Centro de Recursos Legales offers to self-represented litigants.
Program staff members periodically meet with managers and supervisors to discuss the
center’s services, but it appears that these initial efforts may not have been sufficient.
After the center decided to do outreach directly with line staff rather than managers and
supervisors, awareness of and referrals to the center increased.

Location away from the courthouse may not be optimal. Centro de Recursos Legales
is located about one mile from the Fresno County Superior Courthouse. Although the
inconvenience to litigants is mitigated by the fact that papers can be filed at the
facilitator’s office next door, and the center is close to the highway, the location has
potential drawbacks. For example, courthouse staff may lack awareness of the services
Centro de Recursos Legales offers because there is no day-to-day informal contact with
the center. Furthermore, clerks may be less likely to refer non-English-speaking litigants
to the center because they would have to explain how to get there. In addition, locating
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the center away from the courthouse may have contributed to the relatively low number
of customers served by the center compared to the other direct service pilot programs.
Outpost locations may be efficacious, but a main center at the courthouse appears to be
most efficient for the public and for court operations.

Spanish language capacity is important for program efficiency and building trust in
the community. The Fresno center has been fortunate to have a consistent pool of
volunteers who speak Spanish. Because the first court examiner did not speak fluent
Spanish, there was a risk of alienating the Spanish-speaking community. In addition,
using volunteers to interpret for a paid staff member raises questions of efficiency. Yet,
according to respondents, the center was able to build trust within the community because
of the availability of Spanish-speaking volunteers and the community resource manager’s
language skills. In addition, the court examiner’s other skills were highly valued by
respondents. Having bilingual staff creates efficiencies for the program and builds trust
with the Spanish-speaking community.

Telephone assistance can facilitate access to services of the self-help center. Various
kinds of tasks can be accomplished over the telephone. ldentification of issues,
determination of whether or not the center can provide the help needed, case status
information from the court’s registry of actions, and substantial procedural information
and education can be provided on a variety of legal topics. Telephone assistance makes it
possible to help people who cannot get to the center during business hours due to work,
limited transportation, lack of child care, or disability.

Triage is critical to the operation of Centro de Recursos Legales. The center director
identified the initial case assessment (triage) function as the critical first step to providing
assistance to self-represented litigants. Determining whether or not a case is appropriate
for the center, identifying issues, and ascertaining the existence and status of existing
cases must all occur before any services are provided. Assistance with forms and
information about options and procedures cannot realistically occur prior to a detailed
and careful triage procedure.
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Chapter 4

San Francisco County: Multilingual Model

PROGRAM SNAPSHOT

MODEL TYPE: MULTILINGUAL MODEL

Hours:

Location:

Number of Customers Served:

Number of Staff:

Number of Volunteers:

Case Types Served:

Types of Services Rendered:

Methods of Service Delivery:

Drop-in: Monday and Wednesday, 1:30 to 4 p.m.; Tuesday,

Thursday and Friday, 8:30 a.m. to noon

Civil harassment clinics: Monday through Friday, 1:30 to 4 p.m.
Unlawful detainer settlement conferences: Wednesday and Thursday,
12:30to 1 p.m.

Unlawful detainer drop-in: Wednesday and Thursday, 1:30 to

4 p.m.

San Francisco: Civic Center Courthouse

Hall of Justice (2 traffic workshops per month)
La Raza (2 workshops per month)

Cameron House (4 workshops per year)

Monthly average 778 customers for direct service
Additional customers served through radio and television broadcasts
and presentations at community agencies

1 full-time attorney (the director), 1 full-time clerk

73 (at time of second site visit): 53 law students, 18 volunteer
interpreters and 2 attorneys

Roughly 15 volunteers attend on a consistent basis

Civil Harassment, Guardianship, Conservatorship, Unlawful Detainer,
Name Change, Step-parent Adoptions, Elder Abuse Restraining
Orders, Small Estates, Traffic, Small Claims, Family Law, Other
General Civil

Assistance with completion of forms, procedural information,
preparation of orders after hearings, explanation of orders, referrals to
other providers, written materials, document review, interpretation
services.

Individual assistance, workshops, written materials, educational
broadcasts.

Background

San Francisco County is located on the north-central coast of California, on the tip of a
peninsula bordered on the west by the Pacific Ocean and on the east by San Francisco
Bay. Itis an urban county covering about 231 square miles, with a population of
776,733. The population of San Francisco County is similar in size to the population of
Fresno County, but its land area is only 1/25 that of Fresno County. San Francisco is part
of a cluster of urban counties surrounding San Francisco Bay, with a combined
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population of more than 7 million. As of July 2001, the San Francisco Superior Court had
50 judges, 14 commissioners, and 524 employees.

San Francisco County is characterized by its wealth of community service organizations.
Community-based organizations provide assistance help in housing (6), eviction defense
(3), domestic violence (1), family law (2), and immigration (5); services are also
available specifically for seniors (1) and children (1).” Examples are the Volunteer Legal
Services Program (VLSP) of the Bar Association of San Francisco, Asian Pacific Islander
Legal Outreach, La Raza, Bay Area Legal Aid, Cooperative Restraining Order Clinic,
and Cameron House. The court also has a history of close collaboration with community
social service agencies such as Walden House (adolescent drug treatment), Rally (parent
visitation service), Kid’s Turn (postdivorce counseling), Men Overcoming Violence, and
La Casa de Las Madres.

San Francisco has no ethnic majority. The largest ethnic group is white non-Hispanic (49
percent); the remainder includes Asians, 30 percent; Hispanics, 14 percent; and African
Americans, 8 percent. Slightly more than 45 percent of San Francisco’s citizens speak a
language other than English at home. Among Asians, 35 percent do not speak English
well or at all. This is also true for 25 percent of Hispanics and 16 percent of Indo-
European individuals.?*

By 2020, an estimated 36 percent of San Francisco’s population will be Asian, and 20
percent will be Hispanic. Surmounting language barriers is thus a critical issue for the
San Francisco Court. Without professional guidance, litigants cannot participate
appropriately in legal processes conducted in a language that is at best unfamiliar and at
worst incomprehensible to them. When judges, clerks, and bailiffs speak of restraining
orders on encumbering property, orders after hearing, abatements, proofs of service, and
other such terminology, they evoke blank stares and perplexing expressions on the faces
of such litigants.

Census data indicate that for both families and individuals, the percentage of San
Francisco residents living below the poverty level is significantly lower than the
comparable proportion in Fresno or in Butte, Glenn, and Tehama counties and in
California as a whole. For example, the poverty rate in Fresno county is about twice San
Francisco’s rate. Nevertheless, the family law facilitator program in San Francisco
reports that more than 80 percent of self-represented litigants seeking services have gross
yearly incomes under $24,000. This is substantially under the median household income
for San Francisco ($55,221) and for California as a whole ($47,493).

About one-third of the facilitator’s customers are Hispanic; 30 percent, African
American; and 13 percent, Asian. In fiscal year 2003-2004, the Office of the Family Law
Facilitator in San Francisco provided services to more than 5,000 litigants who had no

22 Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of organizations providing that type of assistance.
4 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census 2000.
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attorneys. Although 46 percent of the family law facilitator’s customers are either Asian
or Hispanic, services are provided in English 78 percent of the time.

In fiscal year 2002-2003, San Francisco’s new case filings were as follows:

Family law: 5,496
Probate: 2,978

Small claims: 6,221
Limited civil: 10,782%°

The court has provided funding to the family law facilitator to supplement the funding
under Assembly Bill 1058 for child support services. As a result, the facilitator is able to
provide services in all areas of family law. Prior to the implementation of the model self-
help program, the only court-based assistance to self-represented litigants in non-family
law matters was provided by the small claims advisor. Without bilingual legal assistance,
non-English-speaking monolingual self-represented litigants were often sent home to get
a bilingual family member or friend to help them communicate with court staff.
Alternatively, operations staff had to locate an interpreter to communicate with the
litigants and to translate documents. The court estimates that locating interpreters,
translating documents, ordering ongoing continuances, and providing services that are
often misunderstood increase the demand on staff time between 20 percent and 30
percent. Interpretation services are not mandated by statute in most civil matters. The
resulting frustration for both staff and litigants can be intense and lead to negative
interactions.

Description of Model

Goals of Program

The San Francisco ACCESS project (Assisting Court Customers with Education and
Self-Help Services) is designed to provide self-help services to litigants who speak a
wide variety of languages and to develop materials and techniques to address the needs of
a multilingual, multicultural population. The original goals of the project were as follows:

Increase access to justice for non- and limited-English-speaking litigants by
providing a combination of direct legal information and education at the court,
and creating connections to services in the community organized through
collaboration with the many existing legal and social services;

Increase user satisfaction with the court process by increasing non- and limited-
English-speaking litigants’ ability to exercise a meaningful voice in their
proceedings and elevate their perception of procedural justice; and

# Judicial Branch Statistical Information System (JBSIS).
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e Increase the efficiency and effectiveness of the court system by reducing the time
required to handle the needs of non- and limited-English-speaking self-
represented litigants.?

Focus Areas of Law

Because the San Francisco court has funded its family law facilitator to provide services
in most all family law matters, the demand on the ACCESS program for family law
services has been limited to non- and limited-English-speaking self-represented litigants.

The reduced family law demand has also allowed the center to focus on other areas of
civil litigation and provide assistance with civil harassment restraining orders, name
changes, small claims, probate, and landlord/tenant cases. Traffic workshops are also
available. The center is the only court or community resource, however, that routinely
offers assistance in these case types. As a result, it has been required to handle a
substantial demand for assistance from English-speaking self-represented litigants.

Project Planning and Start-up

In 2002, San Francisco’s Self-Represented Litigant Task Force was established. The task
force includes court clerks and bench officers, the leadership of various court divisions,
the family law facilitator, a representative from the law library, private attorneys, and
representatives from legal agencies, such as Bay Area Legal Aid, Cooperative
Restraining Order Clinic, and the Volunteer Legal Services Program of the Bar
Association.

The task force decided that the director of the ACCESS project should be a bilingual
attorney. In October 2002, after a national hiring process, an attorney with the Office of
the Family Law Facilitator, who also served on the task force, was hired as the center’s
director. The task force also determined people who speak Spanish, Cantonese, Russian,
Tagalog, and Vietnamese had the largest need for self-help legal services.

The next four months were devoted to program design. To determine areas of law on
which to focus, the new director spoke with bench officers, court clerks, and directors of
various departments in the court, particularly those who had the highest number of self-
represented litigants. Questionnaires were provided to all court employees and judicial
officers asking for suggestions on matters such as what services were most needed and
what service delivery methods were most effective. Also during this period, the
ACCESS office was set up, informational materials were drafted and translated, a
customer satisfaction survey was developed, and referral protocols were worked out with
other court departments and community partners.

The court allocated space for the center on the second floor of the San Francisco Superior
Court’s main courthouse, and people interviewed by the evaluation team during site visits
(hereafter respondents; see Appendix B) agreed that this location has been convenient for

% San Francisco Superior Court Multi-Lingual Self-Help Model Project. Project proposal (2002).
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customers. However, respondents reported that some litigants are not aware of the center
because of poor or limited signage within the courthouse. The court has hired a signage
consultant who finalized a schedule to redesign courthouse signage; requests for
construction proposals will be going out in 2005. Although respondents asserted that the
San Francisco County program site is well designed, space is limited.

The ACCESS center opened for business on March 10, 2003. The first clinic was held at
La Raza a week later. Over the next three months, the center partnered with the San
Francisco Volunteer Legal Services Program to provide an eviction defense clinic at the
court and set up a pilot program to assist with unlawful detainer settlement conferences.
The first workshop for Asian litigants at Cameron House also took place during this
period. In addition, law students were being supervised to assist with civil harassment,
and monthly traffic workshops became available.

Throughout the first year of operation, additional services were added to the ACCESS
program. Examples are educational broadcasts on Spanish radio, an all-day family law
event of presentations to the Chinese community, implementation of small claims
orientation workshops, launching of an e-mail service, and formalization of an internship
program. By September 2003, the ACCESS center was handling all small claims, and
the small claims advisor was added to the staff. The center was also able to hire a full-
time clerk with the use of separate grant funds.

In the second year of operation, the ACCESS center has added a small claims mediation
program to the list of its services.

Populations Served

Volume

The center serves a large volume of self-represented litigants. As shown in figure 4.1,
intake forms underrepresent the number of customers served by the center. In the latest
month for which data are available, the center served more than 1,000 customers.
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Figure 4.1
ACCESS Volume Data

Month Quarterly Report Intake Forms Service Tracking Forms
June 2003 N/A 87 300

July 2003 N/A 186 463

August 2003 N/A 156 611
September 2003 718 195 728

October 2003 940 324 914
November 2003 750 175 793

March 2004 1,121 363 1,023

Monthly average 882 212 690

The monthly volume at the ACCESS center has continued to grow. Between the months
of April 2004 and November 2004, the monthly average was 1,066. From September
2004 on, the center saw more than 1,000 customers per month, and in November, the
number exceeded 1,300 customers.

Demographics

Gender. About 52 percent of the ACCESS center customers are male, and 48 percent are
female.

Age. ACCESS customers tend to be older than those in the other two direct services
programs, particularly the Fresno County program. More than 50 percent of customers
are between the ages of 30 and 50 years of age. About 29 percent were 50 or older.

Children. The ACCESS center is far less likely than other direct services programs to
serve customers with children. Almost 60 percent of customers reported having no minor
children. About one-third of customers had one or two children, and fewer than 10
percent had three or more children. These figures likely reflect the limited amount of
family law services provided by the ACCESS center. In the other two direct services
programs, family law makes up the largest area of legal services, and most customers had
at least one minor child.

Ethnicity. According to intake data from customers who came to the center’s drop-in
services, 35 percent are white non-Hispanic, 23 percent are Hispanic or Latino, 21
percent are African American, and 19 percent are Asian/Pacific Islander. Although the
percentage of Asian customers at the ACCESS center is predictably higher than in the
other two direct services programs, it is lower than the percentage of Asians in the
general population of San Francisco. On the other hand, the percentages of Hispanic and
African American customers at the ACCESS center substantially exceed the percentage
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in the general population. This is also true for customers of the San Francisco family law
facilitator.

Language. Slightly more than 46 percent of ACCESS customers speak a language other
than English at home. Of those who speak a foreign language at home, the largest group
speaks Spanish (43 percent), followed by Cantonese (13 percent). Overall, 65 percent of
foreign language-speaking ACCESS customers prefer to receive services in English
rather than another language.

Although ACCESS is a multilingual self-help center, the director and members of the
task force decided that the center would also serve English-speaking customers because it
is logistically and ethically difficult to turn people away whose primary language is
English and because equivalent services are not available elsewhere for English-speaking
customers. Overall, 54 percent of customers speak English at home, and services are
provided in English 80 percent of the time.?’

According to interviews, there has been an increase in the proportion of native English-
speaking customers since the center opened, which may be linked to adding services for
customers with small claims issues. According to service tracking data, 81 percent of
customers seeking help with small claims issues were served in English.

Education. Two-thirds of customers have some college education, 19 percent have a
bachelor’s degree, and 12 percent have graduate degrees. The customers in the
Butte/Glenn/Tehama counties regional project, and particularly in the Fresno County
program, report lower levels of education, reflecting lower educational levels in the
general populations of those counties.

Employment. More than 50 percent of ACCESS customers report being employed (43
percent full-time and 15 percent part-time.) Of those not employed, 34 percent are
unemployed, 30 percent are disabled, and 15 percent are retired. (See figure 4.2 for a
summary of demographic information.)

2" Customers who do not write or read English or Spanish well may have chosen not to complete an intake
form.
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Population Served by ACCESS: Summary Statistics

Figure 4.2

Customer Intake Forms

% N

Gender
Female 48% 741
Male 52% 798
(missing) 75
Total 1,614

Age
10-19 years 2% 18
20-29 years 17% 208
30-39 years 25% 300
40-49 years 27% 325
50 or older 29% 178
(missing) 421
Total 1,614

Race/Ethnicity”
African American 21% 300
Asian/Pacific Islander 19% 266
Hispanic 23% 327
White non-Hispanic 35% 500
Other (including Native American 5% 74

Speak a language other than English

at home
Yes 47% 671
No 54% 772
(missing) 171
Total 1,614

If yes, which language?
Spanish 43% 253
Armenian 2% 11
Cantonese 13% 74
Mandarin 9% 55
Tagalog 9% 51
Russian 6% 35
Vietnamese 2% 13
Other 16% 93
(missing) 86
Total 671

Preference of Service Provision

Language (for only those who speak

a foreign language at home)
English 65% 355
Spanish 14% 78
Cantonese 7% 36
Mandarin 5% 26
Tagalog 2% 13
Russian 4% 21
Vietnamese 1% 5
Other 3% 16
(missing) 121
Total 671
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Figure 4.2 (continued)

% N
Monthly household income
$500 or less 16% 171
$501-$1000 22% 240
$1001-$1500 14% 156
$1501-$2000 14% 150
$2001-$2500 9% 101
$2501 or more 25% 266
(missing) 530
Total 1,614
Education
8th grade or less 4% 50
9th to 11th grade 8% 90
High school diploma or GED 21% 250
Some college 30% 349
Associate or Bachelor’'s degree 25% 297
Graduate degree 12% 144
(missing) 434
Total 1,614
Number of children
None 59% 734
One 19% 239
Two 13% 167
Three or more 9% 113
(missing) 361
Total 1,614

! Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one race/ethnicity

Household income. Two-thirds of ACCESS customers report monthly household
incomes of less than $2,000. A quarter of customers, however, said their monthly
household income was more than $2,500. In the other two direct services programs, the
percentages of customers having incomes exceeding $2,500 per month were 13 percent
(Butte/Glenn/Tehama counties) and 4 percent (Fresno County).

Other demographic characteristics. The percentage of ACCESS customers who speak
a language other than English at home is about the same as the comparable percentage in
the general population of San Francisco, but the self-help population is more likely to be
Spanish speaking (see figure 4.3). Compared with the general population of San
Francisco, ACCESS customers of tend to have somewhat higher educational attainment
at and above the high school level (see figure 4.4). ACCESS customers, however, report
lower household incomes than the general population (see figure 4.5).
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Figure 4.3

Comparing Center Customers With the General Population in

San Francisco County: Speaks a Language Other Than English at Home

Self-help center customers

Speaks a Language
Other Than English
at Home

Other Language
Spoken at Home is
Spanish

100%80% 60% 40% 20%

®General population

47%

46%

43%

26%

T

T

T

0%

20% 40% 60% 80%100%

U.S. Census Bureau; San Francisco County, CA, DP-2 Profile of Selected Social Characteristics: 2000,

American FactFinder. Retrieved July 22, 2004 from the U.S. Census bureau Web site:

http://quickfacts.census.gov/gfd/states/06/06075Ik.html
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Figure 4.4

Comparing Center Customers With the General Population in
San Francisco County: Education

Self-help center customers ®General population

4% h 11%

8th grade or less

9th to 11th grade

High school
diploma or GED
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Associates degree
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Graduate degree
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6%  [M6%
19% I 7
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U.S. Census Bureau; San Francisco County, CA, DP-2 Profile of Selected Social Characteristics: 2000,
American FactFinder. Retrieved July 22, 2004 from the U.S. Census bureau Web site:

http://quickfacts.census.gov/gfd/states/06/06075Ik.html
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Note: Numbers have been rounded and may not sum to exactly 100 percent.
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Figure 4.5
Comparing Center Customers with the General Population in
San Francisco: Monthly Household Income in Dollars

Self-help center customers M General population

$1000 or less 38% IlO%

$1,001-$2,000 28% I 13%

$2,001 or more 34% _ 77%

T T T T T T T T

100% 80% 60% 40% 20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

U.S. Census Bureau; San Francisco County, CA, DP-3 Profile of Selected Economic Characteristics:
2000, American FactFinder. Retrieved July 22, 2004 from the U.S. Census bureau Web site:
http://quickfacts.census.gov/gfd/states/06/06075Ik.html

Note: The Self-Help pilot project data and the census data do not perfectly match. The census data
categories are as follows: $833 or less; $834 to $2083; $2084 and over.

Numbers have been rounded and may not sum to exactly 100 percent.

Service Staffing

Paid Personnel
All paid staff are full-time court employees.

Program director. The program director is an attorney who is bilingual in Spanish. The
director assists with one-on-one services, leads workshops both in the center and in
community organizations, and leads outreach and collaboration efforts. The director’s
administrative supervisor is the assistant chief executive officer of the San Francisco
Superior Court, whose office is next door to the director’s. The director’s salary is paid
by the AOC Model Self-Help grant.

Small claims advisor. The small claims advisor is an attorney who helps customers on a
one-on-one basis (for all case types), leads workshops on small claims matters, and
provides assistance at community agencies. The small claims advisor has integrated small
claims services with the ACCESS center and works there full-time, but the position is
funded by the county’s general funds.
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Court clerk. The clerk assists with clerical duties and serving customers and is bilingual
in Spanish. The clerk’s salary is shared between the Model Self-Help AOC grant, another
AOC grant and the county general fund.

Attorney supervision. Attorneys from the ACCESS center or the partnering legal
services programs supervise all nonattorney staff and volunteers. Volunteers work
directly with customers, often going through the forms with them one-on-one. Because
the center operates in a small space, the attorneys are always easily accessible to answer
volunteer questions and monitor the communication between volunteers and customers.
The director or small claims attorney supervises the volunteers. The attorneys review
every pleading on which volunteers assist. No one leaves the center without an attorney
first looking over his or her paperwork.

Volunteers

In addition to its paid staff, ACCESS uses a large number of volunteers. Students at the
University of California Hastings College of Law do internships at the center. ACCESS
also has formalized internships with the paralegal studies program at San Francisco State
University and the University of San Francisco. Interns get credit/units for their work
with the center, so they are reliable and consistent. They are also bilingual.

Volunteers, who are supervised by staff attorneys, conduct the civil harassment clinics
that provide individual assistance to litigants who are seeking civil harassment restraining
orders. The volunteers also help by staffing the courtrooms to draft orders after hearing
and reissuances.

Volunteers have been an important part of the outreach to non-English-speaking
populations at the center, given that paid staff have only Spanish and English language
capacity. At the time of the second site visit, there was one regular volunteer who speaks
Cantonese and Mandarin and one who speaks Russian.

Recruitment. Most volunteers are students at the University of California Hastings
College of Law. The director is also working to establish internships with two local
university programs. The paralegal studies program at San Francisco State University
now offers school credit for internships at the ACCESS center, yielding five interns so
far.

In addition, the director has attempted to set up a relationship with the interpretation
certificate program at San Francisco State University, although union issues have become
a barrier. Court interpreters recently became official employees of the court, and their
union opposes bringing in volunteers to do the work of paid employees. Because
interpreters are not legally required in civil cases,?® court interpreters are largely used in
criminal trials. As a result, there is a large unmet need for interpreters in civil cases.

%8 See Jara v. Municipal Court for San Antonio Judicial Dist. (1978) 21 Cal.3d 181.
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Training. According to individuals interviewed, the center has formal and informal
methods of training its volunteers. The director conducts a formal training three times a
year for the paralegal interns, undergraduates, law students from all schools, and
community volunteers.

As part of their training, volunteers are expected to read and acknowledge reading and
understanding a volunteer manual that includes do’s and don’ts of working at the court.
Topics covered in the manual include working as a neutral person and not giving advice
or soliciting business. The manual contains a guide to the San Francisco courts and
chapters on each type of case ACCESS covers. At the training sessions, which take place
at the court in the evening, the manual is reviewed and role-plays are conducted.
Instructional videos are shown, and volunteers practice filling out forms. A minimum
commitment of four hours per week for a semester is required of students. For the first
two weeks at the center, new volunteers sit with one of the attorneys as they assist
customers. For the next two weeks, new volunteers observe more experienced volunteers.
After the fifth or sixth week, depending on comfort level, new volunteers work in pairs to
assist customers. Only experienced volunteers (those returning for a second semester or
more) see customers one—on-one. Working lunches are held to go over certain areas of
law such as judgment collection, the overall eviction process, and the various types of
small claims cases. Volunteers who are not comfortable performing direct services but
want to help at the center are assigned to prepare templates and instructions on different
issues that commonly arise. Student supervisors are assigned to each shift. These
supervisors are volunteers from prior years and semesters, they get a small payment from
Hastings’ Civil Justice Clinic. Therefore, the center can always count on at least one
volunteer at each shift. The student supervisors provide good mentoring for other
volunteers.

All volunteers are encouraged to attend the formal training sessions. For volunteers from
the community who are unable to attend, training is more informal. They are encouraged
to read the center’s volunteer training manual, which is provided to all volunteers, and to
ask questions of the director. As part of the informal training, volunteers are asked to
review relevant court forms.

According to respondents, most volunteers learn what they need to know on the job and
feel that the training efforts are sufficient. The director hopes to start more regular formal
training sessions to provide volunteers an initial orientation, but there will always be a
need for on-the-job training.

Analysis of Customers Served

Language of Service Provision

Although 47 percent of ACCESS’s self-help customers speak a foreign language at
home, 80 percent of drop-in services are provided in English, according to service
tracking data (see figure 4.6). This is consistent with interviews with staff, who said that
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many foreign language-speaking customers have enough English proficiency to talk
through their legal issues with an English speaker. Relatively few cases are assisted in
Chinese, Russian, Vietnamese, or Tagalog, perhaps due to the difficulty of recruiting and
retaining volunteers who speak those languages. It is unclear to what degree the relatively
low percentage of foreign language service provision is a problem; 83 percent of
customers said they prefer to receive services in English.?

Figure 4.6
ACCESS: Language of Service Provision
Service Tracking Forms

% N
English 80% 4,333
Spanish 16% 878
Chinese 2% 110
Russian 1% 60
Vietnamese 0% 8
Tagalog 0% 10
Other 0% 8
(missing) 113
Total 5,520

Administrative data do not include services provided at local community organizations
because service tracking and intake forms were not collected at those locations.
Therefore, service tracking data underrepresent the number of Chinese and Vietnamese
customers served because the center primarily serves these target populations at the
facilities of community organizations.

ACCESS staff emphasize that language preference is a complicated factor that existing
demographic data do not address adequately. They have found that it is important not to
assume that people who speak a language other than English at home are foreign
language-speaking. Many customers, especially Asian/Chinese and Latinos, often speak
another language at home because their parents are monolingual foreign-language
speakers, but the customers themselves use English as a primary language. In many
instances, either the customer is English speaking (and may speak something else at
home) or the English-speaking relative is coming to the center on behalf of a monolingual
foreign language-speaking parent. The center has also observed that the vast majority of
Filipinos in San Francisco are bilingual.

Center staff have also learned that even when customers do not use English as their
primary language, they frequently prefer to speak English regarding their business or
other dealings outside the home. This may be because their knowledge of California law

% Intake forms are filled out in English or Spanish by individuals who visit the self-help center, which may
bias the data.
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or of the United States in general is in English, so they are more familiar using
terminology in English. Nevertheless, a lot of materials in other languages are handed out
at the center. Even when assistance is provided in English, customers with another
primary language are given written materials in English and their primary language.
Feedback to the center indicates that this is very helpful; customers can understand the
legal paperwork they get by knowing what the terminology means in their primary
language.

Case Types and Issues

Most cases brought to the center involve civil issues and unlawful detainer (see figure
4.7). According to service tracking data, slightly more than 50 percent of civil cases
served by the center are in the area of small claims, and 38 percent are civil harassment
restraining orders (see figure 4.8). In summer 2003, the services of the small claims
advisor for San Francisco were integrated with the ACCESS center, allowing ACCESS
customers to receive assistance in that area of law as well. The small claims advisor
received training in the other areas of law that the ACCESS center addresses, including
instruction from various court staff attorneys and clerks and videos produced by the Bar
Association. In addition, the ACCESS director has become acquainted with small claims
matters through discussion and instruction from the small claims advisor. This
partnership allows both programs to serve more customers.

Figure 4.7
ACCESS: Case Types Served
Service Tracking Forms

% N
Civil 75% 3478
Unlawful detainer 16% 748
Family 5% 226
Probate 3% 123
Other 1% 45
(missing) 900
Total 5,520
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Figure 4.8
ACCESS: Breakdown of Civil Cases
Service Tracking Forms

% N
Small claims 51% 1,788
Civil harassment 38% 1,313
Name change 8% 263
Other 3% 120
(missing) 2,036
Total 5,520

About 80 percent of ACCESS customers are petitioners, plaintiffs, or moving parties.
The exception is in unlawful detainer cases; about two thirds of those customers are
defendants. However, the center is seeing increasing numbers of landlords.

Figure 4.9
ACCESS: Type of Service Provided®
Service Tracking Forms

% N
Procedural information 82% 4,412
Other information 74% 3,997
Assistance completing forms 45% 2,395
Referrals to other providers 14% 754
Forms with instructions 10% 522
Other educational materials 7% 397
Assistance with documents 6% 333
Explanation of court orders 5% 280
Forms only 3% 151
Translation/interpretation 1% 59
Order after hearing/judgment 0% 23
Mediation 0% 5
Filing 0% 1
Other 1% 45
Total 9,043

! Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one type of service.
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Types of Services

Most of the services provided at the San Francisco self-help center are to inform
customers of court procedures (82 percent), provide general legal information (74
percent), and help with completing forms (45 percent). Other types of services, such as
assisting with forms and their instructions, explaining court orders,
translating/interpreting, and mediation, are also provided (see figure 4.9).

Description of Service Delivery

ACCESS primarily serves customers in a one-on-one setting and in workshops.
Attendance at workshops may be underestimated in the service tracking data because
forms may not have been completed consistently at workshops. The Internet and written
materials are other ways center staff and volunteers work with customers (see figure
4.10).* Services provided at community organizations are not captured in these figures.

Figure 4.10
ACCESS: Contact Type
Service Tracking Forms

% N
Individual, face-to face 97% 5,318
Workshop/clinic 9% 495
Internet 1% 30
Written correspondence (letters, e-mail) 0% 9
Telephone 0% 6
Other 0% 7
Other computer application/ software 0% 1
Total 5,866

" Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one contact type.

One-on-One Assistance

Most ACCESS customers are served through one-on-one contact, according to service
tracking data. Staff and volunteers meet individually with customers to help them
complete paperwork and to answer gquestions about legal matters. Customers who speak a
foreign language write their declarations in their native languages, and the volunteer or
staff member who speaks that language translates the declaration into English. If no
volunteer is available who speaks the language of the customer, center staff attempt to
find another court employee who speaks that language or, as a last resort, ask the person
to return when a volunteer is available. The proposal for this project laid out plans to use
court staff with proficiency in the various target languages to assist customers with

% Service tracking data may not adequately capture the extent to which written materials are distributed,
however, because customers may pick up materials without a staff person noting that on a service tracking
form.
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limited or no English-language ability. According to the center’s quarterly report, five
court personnel are available to provide services in Cantonese. However, according to
respondents, this arrangement does not consistently provide a source of interpreters for
the center because of the heavy workload of court personnel. This has also been affected
by the current budget crisis, which has reduced the number of court staff overall.

Workshops

Workshops are the second most common method of delivering services to the public.
According to administrative data, the center held 19 workshops in March 2004: 4 on
judgment collections, 5 on small claims, 2 at La Raza, and 8 on settlement conferences.
All but those held at La Raza were conducted in English. Subsequently, workshops in
Chinese have been held at Cameron House. The topics covered at these workshops
ranged from family law (discussed in 2 of the 19 workshops), small claims (discussed in
7), unlawful detainer (discussed in 8), and judgment collections (discussed in 4).
Workshops were led by center staff (11), a center volunteer (2), or a staff person from the
Eviction Defense Collaborative (6). Most of the workshops lasted 90 minutes, and
audiences tended to be small.** The largest workshops drew groups of seven customers.
The workshops helped with form preparation (9) and provided referrals (3). Most
workshops were in a lecture or question-and-answer format. Workshop descriptions are
set out below.

Prepare for your settlement conference (UD). This workshop addresses the unlawful
detainer settlement process. It lasts about 90 minutes with the first hour as a class and the
remaining half hour intended to answer individual questions for those litigants with
settlement conferences on that particular day. Litigants learn about the workshop through
flyers that the court sends out along with notice of the settlement conference date. The
workshop is offered twice per week, on Wednesdays and Thursdays, right before the pro
per settlement conferences. The court rearranged its calendar to consolidate all pro per
cases on those two days to allow for the workshop to take place right before the
settlement conference. Instruction is primarily verbal; however, litigants also receive a
comprehensive package with information on the settlement process, describing options,
explaining what to do with jury instructions, and reinforcing the need to go to trial if no
settlement is reached. Stipulation for judgment forms and jury instructions are discussed.
This is a stand-alone workshop. Follow-up assistance is provided if litigants do not settle
their cases and must proceed to trial. The Eviction Defense Collaborative makes an
appointment at its office to prepare litigants for trial. In addition, ACCESS assists with
enforcement of the stipulations, completion of paperwork to obtain judgment if
stipulation is broken, and stays of eviction. A landlord attorney is on call for those two
days in the rare instances of pro per landlords.

1 Workshop tracking data do not cover the traffic workshops at the Hall of Justice, which have much larger
attendance.
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Introduction to family law. This workshop, led by the ACCESS director, is offered at
La Raza every other Tuesday in Spanish. It consists of one hour of class plus a half hour
of individual consultations. Instruction is verbal and written materials from the Office of
the Family Law Facilitator are distributed. This is a stand-alone workshop, with no
follow-up assistance by ACCESS. The customers assisted are then offered further
assistance by the Office of the Family Law Facilitator. At the time of the second site
visit, this workshop had been conducted at Cameron House at least six times, four times
in Cantonese and two in Vietnamese.

Orientation to small claims. This workshop takes place every Thursday and lasts 90
minutes. Led by the small claims advisor, the program consists of an overview of the
small claims process, including ascertaining jurisdiction and venue, naming the
defendant, filing, preparing for court, and attending the court hearing. Usually, the
plaintiff’s claim is completed in the workshop unless participants have already completed
it. Instruction is verbal, with written materials distributed. In addition, a short video
provided by Legal Aid of Orange County is shown. The ACCESS director has also
offered this workshop in Chinese at Cameron House on two occasions, with the
assistance of an interpreter on the Cameron House staff.

How to collect your judgment. This workshop led by the small claims advisor takes
place every Thursday and lasts 90 minutes. Small claims workshops are also offered at
La Raza. An overview of the enforcement process is provided, with detailed discussions
of methods of collecting judgments such as bank levies, liens, wage garnishments, till
taps, and keepers. Discussion also extends to filing orders of examination, questioning
parties, issuing subpoenas, and renewing judgments. Instruction is verbal, and a packet
of information and forms covering most enforcement options are distributed.

How to fight your traffic ticket. This workshop takes place once per month from 5:30 to
8 p.m. (or 8:30 p.m. if volume is high). It is taught by a pro bono attorney expert in the
area of traffic law, assisted by the Traffic Division chief, and it takes place at the Hall of
Justice, where the Traffic Division is located. The workshop goes through the traffic
citation process from the moment a driver is cited through arraignment and trial.
Participants have 30 to 45 minutes to ask questions. Attendance has been averaging
about 60. ACCESS is considering adding another workshop and limiting assistance to 30
to 40 people to allow for a shorter workshop.

Educational Outreach

The ACCESS director makes a monthly appearance on a Chinese radio program to
answer legal questions. Questions and answers are translated into Chinese as the
interview proceeds. Every two months, the Chinese radio program is followed by a
workshop in Chinese or Vietnamese. Using Cameron House as the intermediary has
allowed the program to provide education on many different legal issues. Although these
numbers are not captured in terms of people coming into the ACCESS center, contacts in
the community report that the value of this education is significant.
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Appearances are also made on Spanish radio and television. Educational materials have
been distributed to community-based service providers to help them inform their clients.
The center is told that these materials are widely used and viewed as very helpful and
informative, given the misconceptions and myths existent in the different immigrant
communities about the legal system.

Written Materials
The ACCESS center provides written materials in all of its five target languages. Printed
materials include:

e A guide to the San Francisco Superior Court (where to get court forms and file
papers, general information about the departments that handle various case types,
and court-based self-help services);

e Information on self-representation (services provided at the self-help center, tips
for self-represented litigants, and tips on how to find a lawyer);

e Tips on how to use an interpreter in court; and

e Information regarding particular case types with which the center provides
assistance (including information for both landlords and tenants).

Most instructions on how to fill out court forms have not been translated, however. In
addition, the center provides written materials on areas of law that it does not help
customers with individually or in workshops.

The center pays an outside provider to translate its materials into plain English or
accessible text® and into four of the five non-English languages the program serves.
Program staff can translate materials into Spanish but must use a translator for the other
languages. Center staff must be sure that a document is accurate and complete before
sending to it to the translator because no one is able to make changes to the documents
once they have been translated. Although other court employees are proficient in some of
these languages, most are not experienced enough to translate materials, especially those
with legal terminology. These translations have been costly: According to interviews, an
average trifold brochure costs between $2,200 and $3,100 to translate.

In addition, the center has developed tools for use by court staff to facilitate referrals and
inform court staff about available services. One is a referral slip designed to be completed
by judges and commissioners when a self-represented litigant has appeared in their court
and does not have correct paperwork or needs additional information. The form allows
judges or commissioners to fill out the name and case number, checking problems the
case has (see Appendix H). Staff at the ACCESS center have found that customers have a
hard time remembering or understanding judges’ instructions about what paperwork is

%2 Accessible or plain English text refers to text that is easy to understand and read for individuals with
average levels of literacy. For more information, please refer to the Transcend Web site:
<http://www.transcend.net/at/index.html>
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necessary to successfully complete their case. Because customers take the form directly
to the ACCESS center, they no longer have to remember complicated instructions or
legal jargon.

The center developed a similar tool for court clerks. This referral card provides
information on the location of court-based self-help service providers, such as the Office
of the Family Law Facilitator and the self-help center, and it delineates the services they
provide. Finally, the center distributes laminated cards to clerks that outline the services
provided by the court-based self-help services and by outside legal service agencies.
According to respondents, clerks use these materials to refer customers to the center.

Internet/E-mail Services

The center has a Web site that provides information about its hours and the areas of law
that it serves. A volunteer is in the process of developing the site to provide more
comprehensive information on the center’s services, translated into the five target
languages. Currently, the Web site does not identify the languages in which the center
provides help, and it is entirely in English. The center also set up an e-mail account to
which customers can send questions, although the address is only publicized within the
center itself, on its Web site, and through affiliated community agencies. The center
director responds to e-mail inquiries in either English or Spanish. According to
interviews, although there have been few e-mail inquiries until recently, these seem to be
increasing and are now coming in at a rate of about 70 per month. The center director
believes that e-mail is an efficient way to respond to easy questions and allows litigants
to avoid repeated trips to the courthouse.

Interpreters

When called by a judge or court clerk, and when not assisting customers, the director,
clerk, or an interpreter volunteer will appear in court to provide Spanish and Cantonese
interpretation services for self-represented litigants in civil matters. Center staff act as
court interpreters to assist litigants in civil harassment or small claims cases. The director
and clerk spend about 10 percent of their time providing these services. Many
respondents described this as a particularly helpful service the center staff can provide
and noted a great need for interpreting services. Even with center staff’s assistance, there
remains a large unmet need for interpreters in civil cases.

Chronological Description of Service Flow

Referrals to the Center

Currently, most customers hear about the self-help center either through a court clerk or
through a friend or family member (see figure 4.11). Clerks refer customers to a range of
legal resources in San Francisco. ACCESS has been instrumental in educating clerks
about available resources in the community. Clerks commonly distribute a list of
community legal resources to customers at the clerk’s window, including where to go for
attorney assistance. If the legal issue is something the ACCESS center handles, however,
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clerks are likely to refer customers there first, according to interviews. This indicates that
the referral slips and outreach the director has done with court staff is working; however,
according to some site visit interviews, clerks do not consistently provide accurate
information about the ACCESS center’s hours of operation or its ability to serve
customers in languages other than English and Spanish. Center staff members conduct
regular training for clerk supervisors, but the information does not get to the clerk staff
consistently. Furthermore, the frequent rotation of clerk staff makes it hard for the center
to keep up with training.

ACCESS customers who have monthly household incomes of more than $2,000 are more
likely to hear about the center from court clerks. The likelihood of hearing about the
center from a community agency declines as income increases. If income is more than
$2,500 per month, information about the ACCESS center is less likely to come from
family and friends. This is also true for those reporting higher educational levels. Income
exceeding $2,500 per month also increases the likelihood of hearing about the center
through the Internet.

Figure 4.11
How Customers Heard About ACCESS?!
Customer Intake Forms

Source % N
Clerk’s office 36% 369
Friend or family 18% 182
Community service agency 8% 82
Legal Aid, Legal Services 7% 72
Attorney 5% 56
Web site 5% 50
Other 5% 47
Bar association 4% 46
Pamphlets, written materials, posters 4% 38
Police 3% 33
Judge, commissioner 3% 30
Other court personnel 3% 27
Family court services 3% 26
Walk-in 2% 24
Newspaper, TV, radio advertisement 2% 16
Family law facilitator 1% 9
DA, local child support agency 1% 9
Total 1,116

! percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one source.
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About 62 percent of ACCESS customers report that they did not seek help from another
source prior to coming to the center. Within that group, 46 percent report that they cannot
afford an attorney. This proportion is noticeably lower than programs report in both
Fresno County and Butte/Glenn/Tehama counties. This difference may be partially
related to the fact that the cases handled in San Francisco are somewhat less complicated
(i.e. name change). Another 48 percent of ACCESS customers don’t know if they need
an attorney or choose to self-represent.

Intake Procedures

Customers who drop by the ACCESS center sign in at the front desk. Staff and volunteers
meet individually with customers on a first-come, first-served basis. Respondents said
that at times, there are long lines of waiting customers. Center workers report that no
more than five people are usually waiting in line at one time and that wait times are
usually not longer than half an hour. The staff begin triage so that those who are waiting
can get started on some paperwork or reading. Triage of cases is a critical function of the
program.

An attorney or clerk usually staffs the reception desk. If a volunteer is staffing the
reception desk, it is only until an attorney or clerk can return. Once reception concludes
that the customer can be assisted by ACCESS, a volunteer gives the customer an intake
form to complete, takes the customer to the table, and begins assistance. Usually, the
forms are highlighted, and customers fill in personal information (such as name, address)
and, depending on level of comfort, may complete a declaration with the volunteer on
hand. If a customer is not comfortable writing or has limited English, the volunteer takes
a more active role. This varies a lot depending on type of case and comfort level of the
customer. Some customers can go forward if they get the right paperwork with sections
that need particular attention highlighted and can ask questions as they complete the
forms. Others need a little more assistance.

During intake, customers are asked to sign the disclosure statement informing them that
the center does not provide legal advice and that the center and its attorneys are not
representing them. Next, customers are asked what help they need and whether or not
they currently have counsel.

If customers are self-represented, case assessment continues. For example, if customers
request assistance with a restraining order, questions about their relationship to the
perpetrator are asked. Customers involved in a domestic violence relationship are referred
to the facilitator. If customers appear to be older than 50, they are asked about age to
ascertain whether an elder abuse restraining order and referral to Legal Assistance to the
Elderly is appropriate. Volunteers also assist customers responding to a restraining order.

For customers with an eviction issue, the first step is to ascertain whether they are the
tenant or landlord. For tenants, staff reviews the summons to ascertain when it was
served. If fewer than five days have passed, customers are referred to the Eviction
Defense Collaborative. Volunteers assist customers who arrive on the fifth day. When
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the situation is unclear, staff check the register of actions to make sure no default has
been filed. Depending on the Eviction Defense Collaborative’s telephone advice,
customers are either referred to that program or helped at the ACCESS center. If a default
has been entered, information and assistance are provided about motions to vacate.
Similarly, information and assistance can be provided about stays. The Eviction Defense
Collaborative can help with rental assistance and relocation, so a referral to them, if there
is time, is usually preferable. These cases often include related social services issues, so
ACCESS refers customers to the appropriate community agency.

For customers who are landlords, all commercial evictions are referred to the private bar.
If a commercial eviction is not involved, staff inquire about notice to the tenant. If no
notice has been given, information and education about notice requirements are provided.
If the customer indicates that notice has been given, ACCESS reviews the notice with the
litigant and, when appropriate, assists with the unlawful detainer paperwork. All
landlords are provided with an article discussing liability for wrongful eviction.

The first step in triage of a small claims case is to determine if it is a new case. If so, staff
ascertain who is the defendant, where the defendant is located, what happened, and where
it happened. Education is provided about issues of venue and about claim splitting, and
appropriate referrals are made to the bar for litigants who wish to proceed with cases
exceeding the jurisdictional limits of the small claims court. Customers who want to
continue in small claims court are referred to the center’s workshop on small claims
orientation. For customers who have already filed a small claims court case, center staff
provide a document review service and answer questions. For customers who want to
enforce judgments, the triage person ascertains how much is known about the defendant’s
assets. If the defendant’s bank is known, for example, immediate assistance can be
provided. Often, however, a wide range of enforcement mechanisms must be reviewed.
In those cases, customers are referred to the judgment collection workshop. A substantial
number of small claims customers are courtroom referrals. The triage person takes the
referral from the commissioner, figures out what customer needs, and provides
appropriate assistance.

When customers ask for help with a name change, their county of residence must first be
ascertained. Customers who live in San Francisco are assisted with forms; others are
referred to the proper location. Customers seeking gender change are asked if they have
the required affidavit from a physician. If not, they are provided with a template to take to
their doctor. In the rare cases when gender change issues are complicated, referrals are
often made to the Transgender Law Center.

Critical to triage is determining what cases the center can and cannot handle. For
example, customers who are suing or being sued in civil court are referred to the bar.
ACCESS provides plaintiffs who need to serve a defendant with an informational packet
on service of process. Staff can check to see if defendant customers have been defaulted
by checking the register of actions. If no default has been entered and there is sufficient
time to respond, customers are referred to the bar for legal advice about filing an answer.
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If time is insufficient for referral, ACCESS staff provide information about the possible
types of responses and inform customers that they will need to make this complicated
decision themselves. Customers who choose to file an answer receive help with the basics
of general denials or answers. Customers are then referred to the VVolunteer Legal
Services Program, for help from an attorney with a possible amended answer. If a default
has been entered against the customer, information about the consequences is provided as
well as education about various options.

Referrals From the Center

About 16 percent of ACCESS customers are referred to other service providers, most
commonly to a lawyer referral service, legal aid office, or to the Office of the Family
Law Facilitator. Referrals to community service providers are less common.

Figure 4.12
ACCESS Referrals Made to Legal and Community Service Providers®
Service Tracking Forms

% N
Legal Service Providers
Legal services 46% 395
Lawyer referral service 24% 206
Family law facilitator 23% 195
Small claims advisor 4% 38
Local child support agency 0% 2
Public defender 0% 1
Other legal service? 6% 50
Total 887
Community Service Providers
Domestic violence shelter/advocate 9% S
Housing service 9% S
Mediation service 9% 5
Government service (e.g. FCS, CPS) % 4
Counseling service 2% 1
Other community service? 66% 36
Total 56

! Percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one provider.

2 Examples of other legal service providers include the probate clinic, the employment law center, the rent board.
Examples of other community service providers include adult protective services, the health department, the
public library, and medical clinics.

120



Almost all family law cases are referred to the family law facilitator (91 percent), and
unlawful detainer cases are usually referred to legal services (87 percent). Other civil and
probate cases are most often sent to lawyer referral office, private attorneys, or legal
services. Examples of other legal service providers include the probate clinic, the
employment law center, and the rent board. Examples of other community service
providers include adult protective services, the health department, the public library, and
medical clinics. (See figure 4.12 for an overview.)

Returning for Service

Most ACCESS customers do not return to the center for additional help, according to
service tracking data.> Among the 23 percent who return, the most common reason is to
get clarification on the next step in their legal process, as shown in figure 4.13. Because
ACCESS does not assist with many of the particularly complicated case types that
involve many steps in the court process (e.g., family law), it is not surprising that
customers do not return to the center after their initial visit.

Figure 4.13
ACCESS: Reason for Customers’ Return Visits®

% N
Next step in the process 53 % 581
Has additional questions 33% 358
Needs help with forms 9% 102
Document review 7% 79
ngﬁglztaeci%ess ut?t an interpreter to help 206 24
Needs help understanding a court order 2% 19
Responding to new papers 1% 7
Court appearance preparation workshop 1% 5
Filing 0% 1
Other 5% 50
Total 1,226

! percentages sum to more than 100 because respondents could select more than one reason.
About 23 percent of visits were from customers who returned for assistance.

Budget and Expenditures

During the first year of operation, the ACCESS program spent 58 percent of its budget on
operating expenses and 42 percent on personnel. Most operating expenses were divided
evenly between equipment/furniture expenses and translation of materials.

* These numbers may be low because service tracking forms were not filled out for people returning to
pick up their temporary order or order to show cause.
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During the second year of operation, 75 percent of the ACCESS budget was for staffing
and 25 percent for operating expenses. Of the operating expenses, 71 percent was for
costs of translation and interpretation services.

In the third grant year, nearly all (more than 99 percent) of program expenditures were
for staffing. This seems to indicate that program is becoming increasingly
institutionalized into the operational structure of the court.

Collaboration and Outreach

Collaboration efforts were a major part of the plans for this center, and they have been a
major focus of its ongoing operations. The center has established relationships both
inside and outside the court, and respondents reported that these have led to fruitful
collaborations and efficient work patterns.

Collaboration Within the Court

Collaboration between the ACCESS center and other court divisions has made the
schedule more convenient for self-represented litigants. When the center opened, the
director developed an assessment of each civil department to determine current needs.
She also met with all the court clerks hoping to learn from them and other court staff
where the ACCESS center could be helpful. The director was familiar with these
individuals because she had been an attorney with the Office of the Family Law
Facilitator prior to becoming director of the center.

The center also has a strong relationship with the Office of the Family Law Facilitator,
and the two offices work together to provide language services to customers (e.g., the
ACCESS center will send its Russian-speaking volunteer to the Office of the Family Law
Facilitator if assistance is needed to communicate with a Russian-speaking customer).
ACCESS has enhanced existing services at the Office of the Family Law Facilitator by
providing limited assistance in family law on Fridays when the Office of the Family Law
Facilitator is not open and by providing family law assistance outside the court at
community-based organizations.

The court’s probate division was experiencing a significant demand for help from self-
represented litigants with small estate issues. In response, ACCESS developed a small-
estates affidavit procedure for self-represented litigants. Similarly, in response to a
request from pretrial services in the civil division, ACCESS developed a service of
process packet to distribute at hearings involving orders to show cause, which described
sanctions on self-represented plaintiffs for failure to serve the defendant.

Collaboration between the ACCESS center, courtroom clerks, commissioners, and the
pro tem coordinator was critical as the court redesigned the unlawful detainer settlement
conference calendar to facilitate assistance to self-represented litigants.
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Collaboration and Public Relations Outside the Court

The ACCESS center has established many useful relationships in the community. The
director had contacts with community-based organizations as a result of her previous
position in the Office of the Family Law Facilitator, she used these contacts during
planning for the center. After taking the job with the center, she wrote letters to most of
the legal and social services providers in San Francisco, then followed up with phone
calls and set up meetings.

The center has also set up a system of referrals with legal services to facilitate efficient
service to the public. For example, ACCESS helps customers prepare and file a request
for an elder abuse restraining order, then sends them to Legal Assistance to the Elderly
for follow-up.

A similar arrangement exists with the VVolunteer Legal Services Program (VLSP).
ACCESS helps litigants in collection defense to prepare and file answers, then refers the
customers to VLSP for additional assistance. The center also works with the VLSP’s
Eviction Defense Collaborative to bring workshops into the center for litigants involved
in unlawful detainer cases. The Eviction Defense Collaborative is a partnership of major
tenants’ rights groups in San Francisco and the main community resource for people
facing evictions. E-mail and telephone communications systems have been established
with legal services for quick answers to referral questions among the programs.

To reach non-English-speaking communities, the center has established ties with two
social services centers in San Francisco: one that reaches out to the Hispanic population
and one that serves the Chinese and Vietnamese communities. The director has regular
contact with these two organizations and is able to reach a large number of their
constituencies through the services she provides. For example, the director conducts
monthly 30-minute radio interviews on a local Chinese cable radio station; these
interviews are translated into Cantonese by a representative from Cameron House, a
faith-based community organization serving Asian and Asian-American San Francisco
residents. The director is interviewed on the air on a particular topic (the first on-air
interview covered the services provided by the self-help center and how to get legal name
changes). The radio show reaches an estimated 2,000 listeners.

The director also holds a Spanish-language workshop every other Tuesday at La Raza, a
community organization focused on the Hispanic population. Through these forums, she
is able to assist the Spanish-speaking population of San Francisco with various legal
issues. The director also regularly appears on a variety of Spanish-language radio shows.
The center is working toward collaborative relationships with a variety of other
community organizations, either to set up additional community-based workshops about
legal issues (e.g., the Chinese Community Development Center and the local YMCA) or
to recruit volunteers (e.g., the San Francisco Bar Association). According to interviews,
community partners are enthusiastic about the ACCESS program, and the communities
served by these organizations are grateful for the help ACCESS provides and have had
few or no complaints.
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The center has engaged in several outreach actions during the past year, including direct
contact with certain communities through its ties to the community-based organizations
mentioned above, through its Web site, and through interviews on local TV and radio.
Respondents acknowledged the center has not yet found an effective way to advertise its
services to San Francisco’s Russian or Filipino communities, and there is no concerted
outreach to the county at large. Respondents expressed concern that an overall outreach
effort would bring in more customers than the staff could handle. With even these few
outreach efforts, the staff is often overburdened with the current customer demand.

Impact on Litigants

The impact of the ACCESS program was described in interviews with court personnel
and other stakeholders as well as by the self-represented litigants themselves.

Views of Court Personnel and Other Stakeholders

Respondents were overwhelmingly positive about the impact of the self-help center on
the court. One respondent we spoke with talked about the “huge intangible” service
provided by the center: Self-represented litigants who are better informed are more at
ease when appearing at court. Uninformed self-represented litigants often have to repeat
steps in the process because of errors. Because they do not fully understand what has
happened, they may become belligerent and hostile. By educating litigants about the
basic processes of the court, the center helps courtrooms to run more efficiently and
pleasantly.

According to interviews with court staff, litigants come to court better prepared and
organized as a result of the self-help center. Respondents said it is often obvious to bench
officers when a self-represented litigant has been to the ACCESS center, based on the
completeness of the forms they offer and the level of organization. Respondents reported
that ACCESS services help members of the Chinese- and Spanish-speaking communities.

Views of Customers

Customer satisfaction surveys and reports from self-help center staff indicate that
ACCESS is meeting an important need in the community and that customers provide
positive feedback on their experiences at the center.
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Vignette: Civil Harassment and Eviction Assistance and Community Agency Referral for
a Spanish-Speaking Customer

Guadalupe is a hotel cleaner who speaks only Spanish and reads only a little in any
language. She is raising two children alone without help. To pay her rent, she sublets one
of the rooms in her small apartment. For the past two months, the tenant has refused to
pay any rent and has been increasingly violent and abusive. Guadalupe was concerned for
the safety of her children. Because she is a master tenant, she does not qualify to receive
legal assistance from the tenant advocacy groups in her eviction case against the subtenant.
She was concerned that on being served with a three-day Notice for Nonpayment of rent,
her tenant would get more violent. ACCESS was able to help her complete a three-day
notice and the initial petition for a civil harassment restraining order, which was granted.
Within a month, Guadalupe was able to have her tenant evicted. In addition, through the
collaboration with La Raza, ACCESS helped her get rental assistance money to pay
overdue rent. Following an ACCESS referral, Guadalupe is currently in the process of
working with the family law facilitator to obtain child support. Guadalupe told ACCESS
that without its help, she would have lost her housing, and she and her children would
have been homeless.

Customer satisfaction surveys were distributed to drop-in and workshop customers during
a two-week period in May 2004. Surveys were received from an estimated 29 percent of
those visiting the ACCESS center during this period. Although the response rate is too
low to draw many conclusions about customer satisfaction, ACCESS customers
consistently gave relatively high ratings to the services they received (see figure 4.14),
although satisfaction levels were lower than those reported by the programs in Fresno and
Butte/Glenn/Tehama counties.

Two characteristics of the San Francisco program may contribute to this result. First, the
San Francisco program handles primarily non-family law civil cases. Other studies have
reported lower satisfaction levels for these types of cases.** Second, the ACCESS
customers have higher education levels than customers of the other two programs.
Satisfaction surveys involving family court services have shown that higher education is
related to lower satisfaction among mediation litigants.*®

% A. Bailey and R. Zorza (Trial Court Research and Improvement Consortium), Report on the Self Help
Centers of the Fourth Judicial District Court of the State of Minnesota (2004).

* D. Piazza (AOC, Center for Families, Children, and the Courts), Client Feedback in California Court-
Based Child Custody Mediation (2004).
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Figure 4.14

Overall Satisfaction
ACCESS Customer Survey

Strongly agree M Agree M Disagree M Stronglydisagree

Staff treated me with
respect

Would recommend to
friends

Staff seemed
knowledgeable

Staff explained things
clearly

Understand my situation
better

Know what I need to do
next

Less worried about my
siutation

Less confused about
how court works

Know more about how
laws work

0% 20%

40% 60% 80% 100%

Overall, ACCESS customers provided very positive ratings on the general satisfaction

“Es muy inportante que esten abiertos
estos centros para que le ayuden a la
comunidad latina es muy inportante.
Para la gente que busca acesoria estamos
muy contentos con el cervicio que los
brindan.

Translation: It is very important that
these centers are open in order to help
the Latino community. It is very
important for those people who are
looking for help. We are happy with the
service that is offered.

ACCESS customer

questions, with at least 80 percent either
strongly agreeing or agreeing with each of the
statements. However, less than half of
customers strongly agreed that they knew more
about how the laws work in their situation (37
percent), that they were less confused about
how the court works (38 percent), that they
were less worried about their situation (39
percent), and that they knew what they needed
to do next (49 percent). ACCESS customers
were most likely to provide very favorable
ratings on the knowledge of the staff and their
interactions with staff, as well as on whether
they would recommend the center to friends.
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All services were viewed by the vast majority of customers (90 percent or more) to be
very helpful or somewhat helpful (see figure 4.15). — ) )
Staff assistance with forms was rated as the most This is a fantastic service.

. Surprisingly easy considering
helpful service, followed closely by answers to .

. . . . . the usual confusion non-
questions and interpretation or translation assistance. lawyers experience with the
Educational materials and help following up with court system.
court orders were viewed as somewhat less helpful ACCESS customer
than the other services.

Figure 4.15
Satisfaction With Specific Services
ACCESS Customer Survey

Very helpful BSomewhat helpful mNot very helpful mNot at all helpful
Staff help with forms

Staff to answer
questions

Interpreting/translation

Help to prepare for court
hearing

Info on where to get
more help

Written instructions for
forms

Help following up with
court orders

Educational materials

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
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Vignette: Name Change Assistance for a Chinese Customer

Yao needed to travel back to China because her mother was very sick and probably going
to die. Her son had never been to China and had never met his grandmother. Yao tried to
get a passport for her son, but his birth certificate contained two errors, one involving
Yao’s name and another involving her son’s name. The passport office required an
amended birth certificate or a court order. The Office of Vital Records will not amend a
birth certificate without a court order changing name, even though Yao and her son were
not technically changing their name, just correcting it on the birth record. Even if a
request to amend the birth certificate is acceptable, the process can take up to 9 months.
Yao came to ACCESS, desperate to get help in time to fly back home. An ACCESS
volunteer who was fluent in Cantonese assisted Yao to complete name change forms and
to obtain a court date. ACCESS also assisted Yao to do a search for her son’s father, who
had been out of contact for years. Yao was then able to obtain an order dispensing with
notice to the father. At the court hearing a month later, the ACCESS volunteer
interpreted for Yao. Another volunteer helped Yao to prepare the decrees changing name.
Yao was able to obtain a passport for her son, and they both flew to China to visit Yao’s
mother for the last time.

Vignette: Guardianship Assistance for Spanish-Speaking Grandparent Caregivers

Abelardo and Maria are the grandparents of Estefani. Their son, Mario, had been
incarcerated for domestic violence against Estefani’s mother. Estefani and her mother had
been living with Abelardo and Maria, who often took care of Estefani. After Mario was
incarcerated, Estefani’s mother moved out to live with a new boyfriend, who turned out to
be violently abusive. Because of the danger in her new situation, Estefani’s mother left the
child with her grandparents. Abelardo and Maria needed to enroll Estefani in school, put
her on their heath care plan, and take her to the doctor. Child Protective Services said
they should pursue a guardianship to avoid having the child placed into the foster care
system. ACCESS helped Abelardo and Maria to complete a caregiver’s affidavit to address
the immediate needs and subsequently assisted them with a petition for guardianship.
Abelardo and Maria were eventually able to obtain a guardianship over Estefani, who is
now living safely and happily with them and visiting her mother in a safe environment.

Impact on Court Process

The impact of the ACCESS program on the court’s ability to effectively handle cases
involving self-represented litigants was expressed in interviews with court personnel and
other stakeholders.

The merger of the ACCESS center with the small claims advisor has been successful in
leveraging court resources to increase capacity. Because the small claims advisor shares
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space and office hours with the ACCESS center, both programs have been able to expand
their scope of services, serve a wider audience, and reduce staff stress. The small claims
advisor’s program is now able to serve a wider range of customers because of the
additional staff in the ACCESS center. The center is also now able to stay open when one
of the attorneys needs to take a day off.

The court has rearranged calendars to schedule unlawful detainer settlement conferences
that involve self-represented litigants on Wednesdays and Thursdays. The self-help
center, in partnership with the Eviction Defense Collaborative and the Bar Association of
San Francisco’s Volunteer Legal Services Program, conducts workshops on Wednesdays
and Thursdays at the ACCESS center immediately before settlement conference hearings
are scheduled. By providing assistance to self-represented litigants before their hearings
and settlement conferences, the self-help center educates these litigants about court
proceedings and assists them in navigating the process. Clustering the pro per cases in
this manner, combined with the available educational services, has expedited the process
sufficiently to reduce the need to recruit pro tem judges to hear the cases and has saved
costs in terms of courtroom and bailiff staffing.

Referrals by bench officers serve to cut down the amount of judicial time previously
needed to answer questions. Clerks report that time is saved by having a place to send
people to get questions answered or to get additional help with forms. Courtroom
efficiency is enhanced by the availability of Spanish interpreters for small claims, civil
harassment, and name change cases. Interpreters in the courtroom reduce the number of
continuances. Orders after hearing are prepared and entered into the court files.

Referral slips created by the ACCESS center have been an effective way of
communicating with court personnel about the kinds of services the center provides, and
they serve as a constant reminder of available services. The center provides assistance to
other court divisions, which further expands the resources available for self-represented
litigants.

Court File Review

The positive impact of the ACCESS program is also shown in the results of a review of
case files that compared civil harassment cases filed before and after the opening of the
center. AOC staff abstracted and analyzed civil harassment files in San Francisco County.
The purpose of the file review was to identify the impact of the self-help center on the
cases of clients, as quantified through the broad case indicators, and more generally to
identify the problems self-represented litigants face in the course of their civil harassment
cases.

About 100 civil harassment cases filed prior to the opening of the self-help center in
which at least one party was self-represented were compared with about 100 civil
harassment cases filed after the opening of the self-help center in which at least one party
had been to the ACCESS center. The cases were filed between April and May 2002 and
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between April and December 2003. See Appendix B for a fuller description of the case
file review methodology.

Some caveats to the findings presented below should be noted. Although the ACCESS
center was not in operation in 2002, some assistance was available to litigants involved in
civil harassment cases: the restraining order clinic staffed by students from Hastings Law
School. Therefore, differences between 2002 and 2003 might not be as large as they
would have been if no civil harassment assistance was available. In addition, there was a
change in the commissioner who hears civil harassment cases between the two time
periods, and the new commissioner is viewed as being somewhat more strict than the
previous one.

Background of cases. The relationships of the parties involved in civil harassment cases
were very similar in 2002 and 2003. The 2003 sample had slightly fewer neighbors
involved in civil harassment cases (21 percent, compared to 26 percent in 2002), which
may be due to the center’s referring neighbor disputes to community boards. The 2003
sample was somewhat more likely to have cases involving landlords and tenants (8
percent compared with 4 percent in 2002). Program staff mentioned that they often
explain the option of filing a civil harassment petition to master tenants who need to do a
nuisance eviction (because a valid meritorious restraining order may strengthen the
nuisance case), which may result in a greater number of landlord/tenant cases in civil
harassment.

In both years, the vast majority of petitioners received a fee waiver, but they were more
likely to receive a fee waiver in 2003 (93 percent, compared to 87 percent in 2002).

In 2003, the file was more likely to indicate that the petitioner needed language assistance
(8 percent compared with 2 percent in 2002). (Most spoke Spanish.) This may be
because ACCESS is bringing in a more diverse population of litigants, but this finding
should be interpreted with caution due to the inconsistent availability of information
related to language needs in the court files.

Paperwork, temporary orders, and service. Litigants in the two samples were equally
likely to have add-ons to their declarations, but the 2003 group was significantly less
likely to file a supplemental declaration (9 percent compared with 23 percent in 2002).
Supplemental declarations are primarily used when the original declarations are
insufficient for some reason, so this may represent an important improvement.

The 2003 sample was somewhat less likely to have a temporary order issued (75 percent
compared to 80 percent in 2002). Program staff explain that this decrease may be due to
the change in commissioners: The commissioner in 2003 was less likely to issue
temporary orders. However, those who did not have a temporary order issued in 2003
were more likely than those in the 2002 sample to have an order to show cause issued and
therefore more likely to reach the hearing stage (12 percent of cases in 2003 had an order
to show cause issued compared with 3 percent of cases in 2002). Program staff also
explain that there could have been more cases with no temporary order and no order to
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show cause issued in 2002 (17 percent compared to 23 percent in 2003) because litigants
were not returning to pick up their orders to show cause, so the orders were never filed.
This may be an indication that ACCESS customers return to pick up their orders to show
cause on a more consistent basis.

Among litigants who received a temporary order, the 2003 sample was more likely to
have a stay-away order granted (80 percent compared with 71 percent in 2002). Program
staff explain that a common mistake they see is for petitioners to check the personal
conduct box only, forgetting or not knowing that they should complete the stay-away
section as well. It may be that more stay-away orders are being granted because, due to
the help of the ACCESS center, they are more often being requested. In addition, the
prior commissioner was said to be less likely to issue stay-away orders in cases involving
roommates or neighbors.

Petitioners were equally likely to successfully serve the responding party with the order
to show cause or temporary order in 2002 and 2003. However, it took longer for the
2003 sample to effect service (22 days compared with 11 days in 2002). This may be due
to the fact that ACCESS refers most of its customers to the sheriff for service, which
often takes longer but is a reliable way of effecting service.

Hearings, permanent orders, and final status of case. Of those cases that proceeded to
the hearing stage, 2003 cases were less likely to have only one hearing (59 percent
compared with 69 percent in 2002) and, on average, had a slightly higher number of total
hearings for the case (1.7 compared with 1.5 in 2002). Correspondingly, the 2003 sample
also had a higher number of continuances per case (0.40, compared to 0.22 in 2002).
Most continuances were due to a lack of proof of service, although notably some were at
the request of the court or due to changing circumstances in the case. In spite of the
differences in number of hearings, petitioners in the 2003 sample were more likely to
appear at their hearings (58 percent compared with 50 percent in 2002).

In cases where an order to show cause or temporary order was issued, the 2002 and 2003
samples were equally likely to have a permanent order issued. Looking at the final status
of all cases, the 2003 sample showed slightly more dismissals or denials of permanent
order (22 percent compared with to 16 percent in 2002), but this may be a result of more
cases getting to the hearing stage in the first place. Cases in the two samples were about
equally likely to be dropped (mostly for failure to appear) or result in a permanent order.

Key Findings and Lessons Learned

Accomplishment of Goals

Multilingual services remain challenging. In response to the request from the AOC for
a program targeting non-English-speaking multilingual populations, the ACCESS center

set out to address this population of San Francisco, specifically targeting self-represented
litigants who speak Spanish, Cantonese, Tagalog, Russian, and Vietnamese. The
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challenge of providing a service in a variety of languages is perhaps the most difficult to
reasonably resolve, at least within existing resources. Nevertheless, the ACCESS
program has gained access to two of its target populations (Spanish and Cantonese)
through its collaborations with community-based organizations. These collaborations
have allowed the staff to reach a broader scope of customers than it could on a one-on-
one basis. Moreover, center staff have the capacity to assist Spanish-speaking customers
on a daily basis.

Providing services in the other target languages, however, has been more difficult. The
center relies on volunteers or borrowed time from other court staff to provide services in
any languages other than Spanish. It has not found an effective method to reach out to the
two other target populations. According to service tracking data, less than 5 percent of the
center’s drop-in services are provided in a language other than English or Spanish.

The experience of the ACCESS center highlights some of the challenges of the
multilingual model. Providing self-help services in a variety of languages requires either
a large or skilled staff or a coordination of an array of differing self-help resources. To
implement a traditional self-help center, one or multiple staff members would have to be
proficient in all of the target languages, which would be difficult or prohibitively
expensive to achieve. Relying on other court staff with language skills, although helpful
at times, may not be a feasible long-term strategy given the heavy workload of many
court employees. Almost by definition, then, the center must rely on volunteers for any
one-on-one or workshop services provided to non-English-proficient customers at the
center. This reliance on volunteers puts consistent provision of services at risk and
necessitates building relationships with organizations that can provide volunteers. An
internship program with the local interpreter school, such as that established in Fresno
County is ideal for this sort of model. However, as the San Francisco self-help center
found, such relationships may be difficult to build because of outside political factors (in
this case, the existence of a strong employee union has so far prevented the establishment
of this sort of program).

Rather than focus on individual services, a multilingual model could also be organized
more in the mold of the Los Angeles program, coordinating the efforts of any existing
legal and community organizations with the goal of expanding self-help legal services to
a multicultural community. This requires the existence of such organizations, which may
be lacking in many communities. Overall, it is difficult to design a self-help center with
the capacity to serve multiple language populations equally well.

Limiting services to non-English-speaking litigants is not practical. The issue of
primary language assessment is complex and not always addressed well by existing
demographic data. For example, many litigants who report speaking another language at
home prefer to receive self-help services in English.

The ACCESS center found that targeting non- and limited-English-speaking litigants is
also problematic when there are no comparable services for English-speaking litigants. It
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is not a workable strategy for the court to provide help to some litigants and not to others
on the basis of language.

Service Issues

Director’s experience promoted development of comprehensive legal information
and education services. Implementation and operation of self-help centers are enhanced
by having a licensed attorney serve as director and supervisor of nonattorney staff and
volunteers. An attorney with substantial experience in a field related to the needs of self-
represented litigants has been very beneficial to ACCESS.

The San Francisco Self-Represented Litigant Task Force, which defined the
qualifications and experience requirements for the program’s director, decided that the
director should be a licensed attorney. The attorney who was selected had professional
experience in domestic violence legal services and with the San Francisco family law
facilitator. Her professional qualifications and experience were invaluable in helping her
to develop and operate a court-based legal information and education program. She was
able to ascertain the needs of both public and court. She also gained the respect of judges,
court staff, and attorneys in the legal community in ways that benefited the ACCESS
program. The center works successfully with large numbers of appropriately supervised
law student volunteers and in collaboration with community-based legal services
organizations.

Collaboration and integration of court resources creates efficiencies. One major
lesson that emerges from the experience of the ACCESS center is that collaborating with
existing resources is critical to creating a successful program. The center has made great
strides in serving a large number of customers with a small number of staff by leveraging
court-based resources (e.g., the small claims advisor). The Self-Represented Litigant
Task Force has helped the center to coordinate efforts with other court-based programs,
and respondents recommended that other self-help centers seek the involvement of such
an advisory council throughout the life of the program.

Collaboration with community resources increases the diversity of populations
served. The ACCESS center has been successful in establishing relationships with
certain community organizations (e.g., La Raza, the Cameron House, and the Eviction
Defense Collaborative), which has increased the population the center is able to serve.
The success of the multilingual model may depend on the ability of the self-help center to
create these kinds of ties to leverage resources, build trust, and help with outreach efforts.
Given the difficulty the ACCESS center has encountered in consistently providing
language-appropriate services to some of its target populations (e.g., Tagalog,
Vietnamese, and Russian), it should continue its efforts to build bridges with community
organizations. Perhaps setting up a separate advisory council of individuals from these
populations, or adding them to the existing task force, would increase the center’s
contacts among these communities, increase trust in the center, and generate more
customers and volunteers.
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Scheduling of multilingual services is a serious challenge. From the customer’s
perspective, the major limitation of the ACCESS center may be its confusing schedule.
Originally, the center was open every day of the week but for different hours each day.
According to interviews, court staff are confused about the times of the week when the
center is open, and several respondents said that clerks refer customers to the center at all
times of the day, not knowing it may be closed. Recently, the center has established
regular hours.

The more challenging issues relate to providing services in a variety of languages.
Because the availability of language volunteers changes so often, it is impossible for
ACCESS to publish any schedule designating when speakers of various languages will be
available. The director believes that a constantly changing schedule would create more
confusion than no published schedule. Instead, when customers arrive for whom no
language service is immediately available, they are given literature they can read in their
primary language, and staff schedule an appointment for their return. A short interview is
conducted with the interpretation help of court personnel to determine what their case
involves and why they need to return. The scheduling control helps center staff. Having
volunteers available by telephone helps alleviate the problem of litigants coming to the
self-help center at times when no services are available in their language.

Referral tools facilitate customers’ flow through the system. ACCESS created very
practical and useful referral slips used by bench officers and clerks. Respondents
unanimously found these slips helpful to direct customers to the right place. The slips
used by bench officers spell out problems or issues with a self-represented customers’
case, allowing self-help center staff to assist customers efficiently without even if the
customers are unable to remember unfamiliar and complicated legal jargon.

Workshops to prepare for unlawful detainer settlement conferences and other
courtroom services enhance courtroom efficiency. Preparations for settlement
conferences have reduced the extent to which the court must schedule pro per cases. By
clustering these cases on specific days and providing presettlement conference education,
the resolution process is expedited. Furthermore, mediation services in small claims
matters tend to further reduce the load on the pro per courtrooms. Preparation of orders
after hearings completes court files. Self-help services such as these provided throughout
the entire court process can help expedite cases and produce time savings for judicial and
other court staff.

Triage of cases is a critical function of self-help service. When customers first enter the
self-help center, assessment of their legal needs (triage) is critical to the operation of the
program. Initial determination must be made about what cases the center can and cannot
handle and appropriate referrals made for legal representation. The specific services that
the center will provide depends largely on a variety of factors that are particular to
different case types and issues. Because part of the role of a self-help center is to help
litigants sort through the plethora of information available, individual case status must be
ascertained so that the procedural information and education provided by the program is
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relevant to the customer. Case complexity depends not only on the legal issues involved,
but also on the ability of the litigants to benefit from certain types of assistance. For
example, ACCESS staff emphasize that language preference is a complicated factor.
Issues of literacy and ability to understand instructions are also matters that must be
assessed initially.

The self-help center contributes to the overall functioning of the court with respect
to the management of cases involving self-represented litigants. The presence of the
ACCESS center has had an effect on the way in which the court handles a variety of
matters involving self-represented litigants. The following are examples of contributions
to the court system as a whole:

e Time savings for bench officers as the result of referrals to the ACCESS center
for answers to procedural questions;

e Time savings for clerks as the result of referrals to the center for assistance with
forms and procedural information;

e Contribution to the redesign of the unlawful detainer settlement conference
calendar to facilitate assistance to self-represented litigants;

e Development of a small-estates affidavit procedure for self-represented litigants
in response to a request from the probate division; and

e Development of a service-of-process packet to hand out at order—to-show-cause
hearings for service failure sanctions in response to a request from civil pretrial
services.
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Chapter 5
Contra Costa County: Technology Model

PROGRAM SNAPSHOT
MODEL TYPE: TECHNOLOGY MODEL

Web site: 24 hours a day, 7 days a week
Hours: Workshop: Wednesdays, 2 to 4:30 p.m.
Mediation: as needed Monday through Friday 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.

Administrative office: Martinez
Location: Workshop: Broadcast to Walnut Creek courthouse from Martinez
Mediation: Martinez Family Law Center

Web site: Average of over 2,000 visits per month
Number of Customers Served: Workshops: 17 between April 21 and June 30, 2004
Mediation: 50 from November 2003 to May 2004

One full-time project coordinator
Number of Staff: One project manager at 20 percent
Program utilizes various contractors to complete tasks

Approximately 14 attorneys, judicial officers, and other court staff
review content on a volunteer basis

Number of Volunteers:

Web site: Guardianship, domestic violence, unlawful detainer
Case Types Served: Workshops: Dissolution, Custody and visitation
Mediation: Custody and visitation

Web site

s o EaniEe RElver; Videoconferencing: Workshops and distance mediation

Background

Contra Costa County, with more than 948,000 residents, is the ninth most populous
county in California. One of the nine counties in the San Francisco Bay Area, it covers
720 square miles. The county has a relatively low poverty rate of 8 percent and one of
the fastest-growing workforces of all Bay Area counties.®**” Contra Costa County has
six court locations in five cities. As of July 2001, the Contra Costa Superior Court had
33 judges, 12 commissioners, and about 389 employees. Contra Costa County ranks in
the top quarter of all California counties in terms of total filings.*® In fiscal year 2002-
2003, there were:

% U.S. Census Bureau, “Contra Costa County, California QuickFacts,”
http://quickfacts.census.gov/gfd/states/06/06013.html (accessed November 18, 2004).

%" Contra Costa County, “About the County,” http://www.co.contra-costa.ca.us/main.htm (accessed
November 18, 2004).

% Judicial Council of California, 2004 Court Statistics Report, Statewide Caseload Trends, 1993-1994
Through 2002-2003 (2004).
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e more than 9,000 new family law filings (e.g., divorce, custody and visitation,
domestic violence);

e nearly 1,500 new probate filings (e.g., guardianships, conservatorships);

e more than 10,000 new limited civil filings (e.g., landlord/tenant and small
claims); and

e close to 7,000 new small claims filings.*

As indicated in its extensive legal services directory, Contra Costa County has a wealth
of resources both inside and outside the court for individuals seeking legal assistance, the
most extensive of which appear to be in the areas of consumer matters, disability, health
care, family law, and domestic violence. The major court-based sources of assistance for
self-represented litigants are the family law facilitator (which also hosts divorce
workshops conducted by pro bono lawyers from the county bar association), the small
claims advisor, domestic violence clinics, and court-employed legal technicians who
conduct document review for both domestic violence and probate cases. The county bar
association is also very active in providing pro bono services, which include in-court
assistance with guardianship cases, guardianship workshops, and attorney counseling
evenings on a variety of case types. However, the county still faces unmet and
underserved legal needs, largely in the areas of family law and probate guardianship.

Litigants may not be able to access the services they need for a variety of reasons. People
interviewed during the two site visits to Contra Costa County (hereafter respondents; see
Appendix B) were asked about barriers faced by self-represented litigants, and the same
barriers were often cited: literacy/education levels, limited English proficiency,
transportation and time barriers, and unfamiliarity with legal terms and procedures.
Many services are offered for a limited number of hours each week or month or are
offered only during daytime hours when individuals may have trouble taking time off of
work. Some services are offered only in one court location, and litigants may lack
adequate transportation to travel to locations distant from their homes. (Although public
transit in many parts of the Bay Area is extensive, the distance between the major cities
in Contra Costa County makes travel difficult—even for litigants with private
transportation—and public transit options are limited outside of several major transit
corridors.) Family law facilitator services are limited to child and spousal support issues,
and many other services have income qualifications that are difficult to meet.

Contra Costa’s program employs two main strategies to address these needs: the Virtual
Self-Help Law Center Web site and videoconferencing. The Web site allows litigants to
access information at a time and location most convenient to them. Videoconferencing
helps litigants attend legal information workshops at locations more convenient to home
or work. It also allows parents to appear for mediation of their child custody and

% Judicial Branch Statistical Information System (JBSIS).

137



visitation disputes at the same time but in different locations, due to domestic violence
issues or other concerns.

Description of Model

The Contra Costa County program is substantially different from a traditional self-help
center. This pilot project explores how technology—in this case, the Internet and
videoconferencing equipment—can be used to meet the needs of self-represented
litigants. The Virtual Self-Help Law Center’s Web site provides information in multiple
media formats (written, voice only, and video) pertaining to guardianship, domestic
violence, and unlawful detainer cases, and it plans to offer information on dissolution and
family law orders to show cause, civil, small claims, and traffic cases. It uses
videoconferencing equipment to expand the availability of family law workshops and to
facilitate child custody mediations between two parents in separate locations when
domestic violence issues are a factor.

As the number of people without legal representation has grown, other ways of providing
service have been developed such as workshops, which allow one lawyer to provide
information to 10 or 20 people at a time. By adding videoconferencing technology, this
project enables one lawyer’s workshop to reach beyond the 10 or 20 people on site to
participants at remote locations. By recording the workshops and making copies of the
tape in several formats (videocassettes, CD-ROMs, DVDs) and giving those copies to
public libraries, schools, community centers, one lawyer can now provide information to
people in many locations over an extended period of time. When a digital copy of the
workshop video is posted on the Web site, one lawyer now provides information to
countless people anywhere in the world at any time.

The Web site also displays the lawyer’s core information in text format; provides many
tools, such as glossaries, to help people understand their case; answers frequently asked
questions; helps self-represented litigants navigate the court process, file and serve court
forms, and understand and comply with court orders; and links to numerous other sites
with supplemental information. Now, all of the Judicial Council of California’s forms can
be filled out online. The Web also makes the translation of information into different
languages much easier.

Goals of Program

According to the grant proposal, the goal of the center is to “combine and deliver expert
information and assistance via the Internet, computer applications, and real-time
videoconference workshops to create a Virtual Self-Help Law Center for self-represented
litigants with dissolution, child custody and visitation, domestic violence, civil, and
guardianship cases.” The proposal outlined the following mechanisms for implementing
the center:

e Develop at least six separate workshop programs;
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e Acquire and place portable videoconferencing equipment endpoints in Martinez
and two branch courts;

e Hire one lawyer and two paralegal assistants to co-facilitate each of the
videoconference workshops;

e Write and deliver at least six multimedia training modules that provide instruction
about preparing, filing, and serving forms via the Internet and CD-ROM in
various public terminals;

e Hold videoconference mediation sessions for self-represented litigants in custody
and visitation cases, so that they can meet simultaneously with the mediator but in
different locations; and

e Publicize the center through a direct link from the main Contra Costa County
court’s Web site, public service announcements in local media, and flyers
distributed throughout the courts and community-based organizations.

Focus Areas of Law

At the end of the evaluation period, the center’s Web site included information for
guardianship, domestic violence, and unlawful detainer cases. The program focused first
on the guardianship content, which was deployed in September 2003, then moved on to
domestic violence in November 2003 and unlawful detainer in April 2004 (see figure 5.1
for more details). Project staff reported that the first content area took somewhat longer
to develop because they were simultaneously creating a template that would serve as a
model for future sections of the Web site. Once that template was created, the
development of other content areas went much more quickly. Content for dissolution
will be added in early 2005, and additional sections are planned on family law orders to
show cause, civil, small claims, and traffic cases. In addition to these efforts, the center
created another program component by filming an instructional workshop for librarians
that will be distributed to more than 900 public and law libraries via CD-ROM in early
2005. This material is designed to help libraries with a librarian and a modem learn how
to provide information and assistance to self-represented litigants.
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Figure 5.1
Timeline for Deployment of Web Content

Content Description Developed Deployed
Guardianship text April ‘03 Sept. ‘03
Guardianship video Sept. '03 (Contra Costa Co.) Sept. ‘03
Guardianship video '03 (Solano Co.) Sept. ‘03
Welcome videos Oct. ‘03 Nov. ‘03

DV Restraining Orders — text Sept. ‘03 Nov. ‘03
DVRO videos '02 (AOC) Sept. '04
Users questionnaires Jan. ‘04 Feb. ‘04
Training Librarians Jan. '04 Sept. '04
Unlawful Detainer — text Feb. ‘04 Apr. ‘04
Show.Me/TeII Me links for Feb. ‘04 Feb. ‘04
guardian...

Family Law videos '03 (Contra Costa Co. DCSS) Sep. '04
Divorce Oct. '04 Jan. '05 (est.)
Divorce videos Nov. '04 Jan. '05 (est.)
Family Law OSC Nov. '04 Jan. '05 (est.)
Court Procedures Dec. '04 Feb. '05 (est.)

Divorce, custody, visitation, and child support are discussed at videoconference
workshops conducted in Martinez and broadcast to Walnut Creek. The videoconference
mediation option is for parents who have disputes about child custody and visitation and
concerns about being in the same room because of domestic violence issues.

Project Planning and Start-up

The Virtual Self-Help Law Center experienced a slower start-up than expected.
Respondents said the primary barrier to implementing the project more quickly was
difficulty in hiring a project coordinator who would be responsible for the center’s daily
operations. Most of the planning for the center was done by the program manager with
some support from a task force set up to address uses of technology for self-represented
litigants. The task force was composed of 15 to 20 individuals, including bench officers,
representatives from community organizations, the law librarian, the family law
facilitator, clerks, court executives, and pro bono attorneys. An attorney who was initially
hired to be the project coordinator left the position within a few weeks. The program had
difficulty finding an attorney to fill the project coordinator position and had to expand its
recruitment to nonattorneys with project management experience. The current project
coordinator began work in early February 2003. The program manager oversees the
center and supervises the project coordinator.

Respondents also explained that coordinating the purchase and instaliment of
videoconferencing equipment, as well as securing the services of necessary contractors,
took longer than originally expected. According to respondents, a pilot project of this
scope—one that required the coordination of various court personnel/departments in
different cities (e.g., information technology department, Family Court Services, Office
of the Family Law Facilitator) as well as outside service providers (e.g., bar association’s
pro bono unit, law library)—takes a substantial amount of planning and discussion before
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tangible services can be provided to the public. Difficulty in finding an appropriate
project coordinator slowed the planning, thus delaying implementation. Individuals
interviewed for the evaluation explained that the technical issues (e.g., wiring for
videoconferencing equipment, Web site maintenance) that had to be resolved were not in
themselves barriers to implementation, but the amount of time and coordination spent
planning for the use of the technologies was a challenge, particularly until a full-time
project coordinator was hired.

The Virtual Self-Help Law Center’s administrative office is located in the Alternative
Dispute Resolution Department in a building next to the main courthouse in Martinez.
The office space, however, is not critical to the center’s service delivery model because it
serves the public in other venues (Internet, Walnut Creek courthouse, Family Court
Services office).

Population Served

Contra Costa County’s Virtual Self-Help Law Center serves customers primarily through
a carefully designed Web site. Users view the site from locations all over the world,
come to the site for a very wide range of information (whether or not they have a court
case), and may be at any stage of exploring or resolving their concerns. Survey data
show the site is used not only by parties directly involved in a particular legal matter but
also by those who are gathering information on behalf of a friend or relative who may not
be comfortable using computers or who has literacy, language, or other access problems.
The population served also appears to be well-educated and comfortable using computer
resources. The center’s services, staffing, and populations served are described in more
detail below.

Method of Obtaining Information from Web Site Visitors

Trying to determine who is being served, and how, is one of the most challenging aspects
of evaluating the Virtual Self-Help Law Center, and the research in this area, especially
related specifically to Web sites providing legal information, is somewhat limited.

Whereas visitors to a traditional, walk-in self-help center are asked to fill out an intake
form, Web site users get a “pop-up” request for basic information about their issues and
demographics. Because users can get the information they need whether or not they fill
out the forms, only a fraction of the Web site’s visitors responded to the survey.*

Initial questions about collecting data from Web site users appeared simple to answer.
With further exploration, however, it became clear that the most common strategy for

“% The Virtual Self-Help Law Center Web site provided an opportunity for each user to complete an intake
form that collected demographic data, computer use information, and reasons for accessing the site. During
the evaluation’s timeframe, 353 individuals chose to complete this form (compared with an average of
more than 2,000 visits to the site per month). As a result, the responses described here may not reflect all
Web site users. Data are not representative of individuals participating in the Walnut Creek
videoconferenced workshops or the individuals participating in distance mediation.
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tracking Web site activity—placing *“cookies” on the user’s computer—might present
serious safety issues for victims of domestic violence because they provide evidence of
the sites users have visited. Victims of domestic violence are often at greatest risk if the
perpetrator believes that the victim is planning to leave the relationship or is seeking legal
protection. For this reason, the Virtual Self-Help Law Center and AOC staff agreed to use
cookies sparingly (they are only placed when someone agrees to fill out and return the
site’s questionnaire) and anonymously (the cookie refers to a non-court- and non-subject-
related entity). To provide an additional measure of protection, the center worked with its
Web site developer to create detailed information about how site visitors might erase
evidence of the Web sites they visit.

Demographics

Education and income. Individuals who completed pop-up intake forms on Contra
Costa’s Web site are more educated and have higher incomes than the individuals being
served in the three other direct service pilot projects. Almost all users (95 percent)
completing an intake form said they have at least a high school diploma or GED, and 40
percent have at least a college degree (see figure 5.2 for more information). These
figures are remarkably similar to the general population of Internet users in the United
States.** About 59 percent of users have household incomes exceeding $2,000 per
month, somewhat lower than the national figures, which indicate that 67 percent of
Internet users have household incomes of $30,000 a year or more.

Gender and number of children. Two-thirds (66 percent) of Web site users completing
intake forms are female, and 70 percent have children under 19 in their households, the
majority having one or two children. The general population of Internet users is more
likely to be male (50 percent), but users of any particular Web site may vary by the type
of information provided on the site (e.g., domestic violence content may be more widely
viewed by women than by men).

Ethnicity. About 64 percent of users are white non-Hispanic, with substantial
proportions of African American (12 percent) and Hispanic (11 percent) users. The
proportion of white non-Hispanics is larger among the general population of Internet
users, likely because survey respondents are drawn from a national sample that may not
reflect the greater diversity of California, which is the residence of the vast majority of
Virtual Self-Help Law Center users. A relatively small proportion (16 percent) of survey
respondents speak a language other than English at home, and the majority of these speak
Spanish. Accordingly, nearly all customers (98 percent) said they prefer to receive
services in English.

*L A, Lenhart et al. The Ever-Shifting Internet Population: A New Look at Internet Access and the Digital
Divide (Washington, DC: Pew Internet & American Life Project, 2003).
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Figure 5.2
Web Site User Summary Statistics
Pop-Up Web Site User Surveys

% N
Gender
Female 66% 207
Male 34% 109
(missing) 37
Total 353
Race/ethnicity
African American 12% 40
Asian 6% 19
Hispanic 11% 35
Native American 1% 3
White 64% 206
Other 4% 14
More than one ethnicity 2% 7
(missing) 29
Total 353
Speak a language other than English
at home
Yes 16% 53
No 84% 272
(missing) 28
Total 353
Monthly household income
$500 or less 11% 34
$501-$1000 8% 23
$1001-$1500 11% 33
$1501-$2000 12% 36
$2001-$2500 10% 31
$2501 or more 49% 149
(missing) a7
Total 353
Education
8th grade or less 1% 3
9th to 11th grade 4% 12
High school diploma or GED 17% 53
Some college 38% 119
Associates degree 12% 39
Bachelors degree 18% 55
Graduate degree 11% 33
(missing) 39
Total 353
Number of children*
None 30% 79
One 27% 69
Two 27% 71
Three or more 16% 41
(missing) 93
Total 353

* Results should be interpreted with caution due to the high number of missing responses. The proportion of
Web site users without children may be underestimated because respondents without children may have
chosen not to respond to the question.
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Other Web Site User Characteristics

Residence. Nearly three-quarters (73 percent) of survey respondents are from California,
and the remaining quarter are from 28 other states (see figure 5.3). Contra Costa County
residents account for more than 40 percent of all users and more than half (55 percent) of
California users (latter not shown).

Figure 5.3
Residence of Web Site Users
Pop-Up Web Site User Surveys

% N
Contra Costa County 41% 122
Other California county 33% 98
Outside of California 27% 81
(missing or invalid) 52
Total 353

Computer usage. About 77 percent of individuals reported that the computer they were
using was at work or home (figure 5.4). Relatively few survey respondents (5 percent)

accessed the site from public terminals such as those at libraries, schools, and courts.

Largely due to the consistent availability of computers at work and at home, almost all
survey respondents (91 percent) reported using the Internet at least a few times a week

(figure 5.5). The majority of users reported being very comfortable with computers,
although notably 13 percent said they were somewhat or not at all comfortable (figure

5.6).

Figure 5.4
Computer Location
Pop-Up Web Site User Surveys

% N
Work 27% 85
Home 50% 156
Friend 14% 43
Public library 4% 14
School 1% 3
Courthouse public terminal 0% 1
Other 4% 11
(missing) 40
Total 353
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Figure 5.5
Frequency of Internet Use
Pop-Up Web Site User Surveys

% N
Every day 72% 224
A few times a week 19% 59
Once a week 5% 15
Once a month 3% 10
Other 1% 4
(missing) 41
Total 353
Figure 5.6
Level of Comfort with Computers
Pop-Up Web Site Surveys
% N
Very comfortable 59% 186
Comfortable 27% 84
Somewhat comfortable 12% 39
Not at all comfortable 1% 4
(missing) 40
Total 353

The hypothesis of some individuals interviewed for the evaluation that only computer-
savvy individuals would seek assistance from the Web site appears to be confirmed by
responses to the online survey (although it is interesting to note that a lack of comfort and

proficiency did not discourage 13 percent of site visitors). It is possible, however, that

users with lower levels of Internet proficiency may have been less likely to complete the

form, which would tend to bias the data toward more experienced users. Some
individuals interviewed during site visits consistently expressed concern about the

whether the “typical” self-represented litigant could access information via the Web site

due to low literacy levels, lack of access to computers, or low levels of comfort with

using computers. No systematic study of self-represented litigants and computer usage
has been conducted, so it is not possible to assess the extent to which these concerns are

valid.

In light of the purported barriers to Internet access, communities across the country are
developing programs to increase use of and access to technology among their residents.
The Community Technology Centers Program is a federally funded program established
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to provide residents of disadvantaged communities access to information technology and
training.* This program and others like it have opened up the Internet to new audiences,
who previously thought they did not have the need or the ability to go online.*® As the
Virtual Self-Help Law Center continues to develop, it may wish to consider similar
strategies to expand the reach of its online services. This is consistent with the vision of
the Judicial Council’s Task Force on Self-Represented Litigants, whose statewide
recommendations for serving self-represented litigants include encouraging community
groups to assist litigants in using self-help Web sites and other technological resources.

Case types of interest. Individuals who accessed the Contra Costa Web site sought
information about a variety of case types: 30 percent guardianship, 21 percent family law
(other than divorce), 11 percent domestic violence, 9 percent divorce, and 9 percent
unlawful detainer (figure 5.7). The remaining 21 percent reported “other” as the case type
and specified a variety of issues including general civil, civil harassment, criminal,
contract disputes, probate and estate issues, and small claims. The high level of interest
in divorce and other family law matters supports the program’s current efforts to develop
content on those issues.

Figure 5.7
Case Types of Interest to Web Site Users
Pop-Up Web Site User Surveys

% N
Divorce 9% 31
Domestic violence 11% 39
Unlawful detainer 9% 33
Guardianship 30% 107
Other family law 21% 74
Other 21% 74
Total 353

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100 because respondents could select more than one case type.
Case type was not reported by 31 respondents.

Reason for visiting site. Although the target audience for the Web site is self-represented
litigants, a large proportion of users do not fall into this category. More than half (58
percent) of users completing intake forms reported they were representing themselves in
a legal matter. Another 14 percent were researching general legal issues, perhaps
indicating an expectation that they may become involved in a court case (for example, a
landlord or tenant may be researching what happens if rent remains unpaid, or a victim of

%2 United States Department of Education, Community Technology Centers program description,
http://www.ed.gov/fund/grant/apply/AdultEd/CTC/index.html (accessed November 18, 2004).

* R. Pinkett, Nonprofit Technology Assistance Project, Trends in Internet use: Online Engagement of
Underserved Communities (November 4, 2004).
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domestic violence may be learning about how to get protection from further abuse, or a
spouse may be researching the process of getting a divorce). About 11 percent of the Web
site’s survey respondents reported being a friend or relative of someone who has legal
questions, perhaps indicating efforts to overcome unfamiliarity with computer usage, low
literacy, or a lack of proficiency in English (figure 5.8). Those users who were visiting
the site on someone else’s behalf probably completed the intake survey about themselves,
not the people they were helping, so intake survey data may not be capturing the
characteristics of people who are not directly using but nevertheless benefiting from the
site and who may not have the profile of the typical Internet user.

Figure 5.8
Reason for Visiting Web Site
Pop-Up Web Site User Surveys

% N
Representing yourself in a legal matter 58% 203
llzegzrluélj)ésrgcl)a:]tisve of someone who has 11% 20
Lawyer or work for a lawyer 5% 16
Researching general legal issues 14% 50
Self-help center staff 3% 10
Library staff 0% 1
Other 5% 18
Total 353

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100 because respondents could select more than one answer. Information was not
reported by 30 respondents.

Service Staffing

Paid Personnel

The Virtual Self-Help Law Center employs one full-time project coordinator who is
responsible for the day-to-day activities of the program. The project manager, who
oversees the project, works on the project about one day a week and does not charge a
significant percentage of her time to this grant.

Respondents interviewed during site visits spoke highly of the project coordinator and
project manager. The project manager was instrumental in writing the grant proposal and
getting the project started. Several individuals interviewed explained that she is skilled at
negotiating with the court leadership to move the program forward; that she was
instrumental in hiring consultants to supplement knowledge and skills available within
the court; and that, along with a consistent vision of the project, she has an understanding
of the practical tasks required to bring it to fruition. The project manager supervises the
project coordinator, and both are located in the same office.

147



According to respondents, finding an appropriate person for the project coordinator
position was difficult, which delayed project implementation for several months. An
attorney was hired but remained in the position for only three weeks. Because the
program was having difficulty recruiting attorney candidates for the position, it expanded
its recruitment to nonattorneys. The current project coordinator began work in February
2003, and respondents spoke highly of her skills, particularly her ability to coordinate
numerous project components effectively. She is not an attorney, and respondents
asserted that this is often an asset, particularly when she is editing the expert legal content
for the Web site to make sure it uses plain English. Her background as an author and
editor is a very good fit for this component of the project, and her experience in public
relations should make a significant contribution to advertising and other means of raising
awareness of the program. She is also skilled at communicating with the various
contractors and court employees involved with the project.

Contractors

The project uses several contractors for work on the Web site, as seen in figure 5.9.
Respondents asserted that the extensive use of contractors, a new experience for this
court, has been a resounding success. It was important for the court to recognize the skills
and knowledge it possessed internally, they said, and the skills and knowledge that
needed to come from an outside source. Respondents reported that using consultants was
an efficient way to ensure that the project has the most appropriate and qualified people
to implement its vision.
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Figure 5.9
Contractors Used for Virtual Self-Help Law Center

Contribution

Dates

Content designer (attorney)

February, May 2003

Web developer

July 2003 to present

Web designer

July to August 2003

Web host provider

September 2003 to present

Digitalizing Guardianship tapes

September 2003

Promotional material

October to November 2003

Taping and production welcome
videos

October to November 2003

Spanish translation of welcome video

October 2003

Digitalizing DV tapes

October to December 2003

Digital graphics

December 2003 to January 2004

Taping and production of librarian
training

January to February 2004

Streaming video Web host

April 2004 to present

Digitalizing Family Law videos

August 2004

Promotional ball point pens

September 2004

Content editing

September to December 2004

Writing scripts for Family Law videos

September to December 2004

Tape and produce Family Law videos

November to December 2004

Animate forms instruction videos

December 2004

Digital photographs for virtual tour

November 2004

The Web site developer has worked closely with the project coordinator and has been
involved continuously since the early design phase. Her company focuses on nonprofits’
information technology needs, and individuals interviewed during site visits said she has
been a crucial member of the team, in part because of her understanding of the center’s
vision and goals, as well as her technological skills and appreciation of the need to ensure
the site meets the requirements of section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act Amendment of
1973 to assist vision-impaired visitors.

Volunteers

Contra Costa’s project uses volunteer experts to review content for its Web site, including
judicial officers, family law facilitator staff, clerks, and other court employees, as well as
attorneys from the bar association’s pro bono unit. Program staff estimate that between
October 2003 and November 2004, 14 people were asked to review content on a
volunteer basis, and at least 75 hours of time were donated.

The county bar association’s pro bono unit is very active in providing information and
assistance to self-represented litigants, primarily via workshops (discussed in more detail
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in a later section). Volunteer attorneys conduct dissolution workshops each Wednesday in
Martinez, and the self-help center began to videoconference these to Walnut Creek in
April 2004. In addition, films of pro bono attorneys explaining instructions or court
procedures will be included on the Web site. As time goes on, the center will rely on
volunteers to assist remote workshop attendees in Walnut Creek and other branch court
locations.

Analysis of Web Site Usage

Usage of the Virtual Self-Help Law Center has more or less steadily increased since the
site was launched, with a noticeable jump in the number of pages accessed after the
addition of the unlawful detainer content and a second server for streaming video (see
figure 5.10). The site is much more commonly accessed on weekdays than on weekends
(about 17 percent of visits occurred on Saturday or Sunday). Peak usage tends to be
during business hours (57 percent of visits are between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m.), when users
who work outside of the home might not otherwise be able to travel