Volunteer Lawyers Network Legal Clinics Standards
 
VLN legal clinics serve an important function in VLN's overall delivery of legal services.  Clinics are an efficient and timely way to connect client and attorney in situations in which:
· A client needs immediate assistance 

· A client needs advice as to whether or not there is a legal issue.

· The clinic may provide brief legal services
· The client does not income qualify for full representation services (Clinics go up to 300% FPG).

· The client does not issue qualify for other VLN services  
VLN clinics may be categorized as either walk-in or scheduled.  Walk-in clinics serve clients on a first-come first-served basis to clients who come within the clinic hours. At scheduled clinics, clients are scheduled in advance with a specific attorney whose pro bono practice focuses on the client's issue. Most clinics are administered directly by VLN, although some clinics are run by partner law firms.

Per its current strategic plan, VLN asks all VLN legal clinic attorneys to do the following to increase the client's chance of having a successful outcome.
· Provide written information to clients concerning their legal problem, e.g., legal fact sheets.

· Write clients notes or letters on the legal and factual analysis of their matter and next steps the client should take.

· Provide more brief service where appropriate, including making phone calls, writing letters, getting information from agencies, assisting in filling out forms, and other limited tasks which may help solve the client’s legal problem.

The standards discussed below are used to evaluate current clinics and to apply to potential new legal advice clinics as they affiliate with VLN.  The goal is to provide a safe and confidential setting for clients to discuss their legal concerns with volunteer lawyers, where lawyers can maximize their service to individuals who cannot afford to hire an attorney.  

Volunteer Lawyers Network Provides: 

VLN affiliated clinics can rely on VLN for a variety of support services.  These include: 

· Support from experience professional staff with many years of serving legal needs of economically disadvantaged clients.

· Malpractice insurance for volunteer attorneys

· Help recruiting volunteer attorneys 

· Orientation of new volunteers to the clinic

· CLEs on substantive legal issues relevant to the client base

· Trainings regarding how to be an effective clinic attorney

· Resources on the law, on referrals, and on client-relationships (e.g., working with mentally ill clients).

· Reviews of clinic performance and suggestions to best serve clients.

· Signage (“Volunteer Lawyers Network Legal Clinic”) to identify services when the clinic is active, and to promote awareness of VLN and its other services.

· Maintaining clinic records/data, including demographics of clients

Other resources available through VLN: A variety of legal resources are available directly through VLN or through the broader legal service community.  They include:
· Clinic Resource Handbook

· Legal Aid’s Fact Sheets on issues common to people in poverty

· Attorney Suggestion and Referral Form

· VLC Wiki (https://vlc.wikispaces.com/)
· Providing Quality Legal Advice at Clinic Settings (handout, attached, and webinars)

· www.lawhelpmn.org
MJF Law Student Support: Law student volunteers, provided by VLN’s partner the Minnesota Justice Foundation,  can be of considerable help in the clinic setting, including:
· Ensuring that clients are seen in the order in which they signed up
· Completing the VLN clinic data form
· Reviewing VLN resources for relevant information for the client's issue
· Taking notes about the attorney's legal advice or referral to provide to the client (after the attorney has reviewed it)

· Assist the client with following the attorneys advice (e.g., helping fill out forms; look up bus schedules; make telephone calls; make photocopies, etc). (Note: any legal assistance must be under the supervision of the clinic attorney.)
Physical Location for Legal Advice Clinics:

Facilities are most often provided for legal advice clinics by other organizations, including the courts, community centers, churches, etc.  The organization providing facilities should provide: 
· An on-site contact person to coordinate with VLN
· Site accessible by target population, including those who are handicapped.

· Appropriate setup to allow confidential consultations

· Space where clients may complete the VLN clinic data form in privacy.
· Physical security for attorneys and for clients

· Access to a telephone (so attorneys may make calls on behalf of clients or to obtain further information)

· Access to the Internet for online legal research 
· Secure location for completed clinic data forms until they are sent to VLN

· When possible, multi-lingual capacity 
(Spanish and Somali are the two most common non-English language needs.)

· New clinic locations must be approved by the VLN Clinics and Quality Control Committee and the VLN Executive Director.

Other clinic site and administrative requirements
· Sufficient clients to keep the volunteer attorney relatively busy.

· Wherever possible, multi-lingual capacity.

· VLN processes must be agreed to and in place to provide consistent services and to meet requirements of VLN funders.  These processes include:

· Attorney volunteers must have a volunteer member form on file with VLN.  
· A process must be in place to collect service data in the form required by VLN and to forward completed clinic data forms to VLN.
· A process must be in place to screen clients for financial eligibility (at or below 300% of FPG). 

· A process must be in place to prioritize waiting clients (e.g., a schedule created in advance with client reminders sent out the day before the appointment; a sign up list for walk-ins; or a combination of both).

Considerations on Security at VLN clinic sites

While no attorney or client has, to our knowledge, been harmed at a VLN Legal Advice Clinic, VLN takes precautions to minimize the chances of this happening in the future, including:
· The safety of the volunteers and the clients is one criterion reviewed by the VLN Clinics and Quality Control Committee when reviewing clinic performance or deciding whether to approve a new clinic site.
· Volunteers are encouraged to take routine precautions at clinic sites, e.g., if a volunteer does not feel safe alone with a client, to bring in an assistant or on-site support person.
· Some clients at the clinics may have untreated mental illness. Attorneys are encouraged to review the court’s tips for helping persons with mental illness.
· The four courthouse clinics have the following security measures:
· At the Family Law Clinic and the Housing Court Project, all clients and volunteers have gone through a security check prior to seeing the attorney. 
· At LAP, a “panic button” is located convenient to the volunteers and the Self Help Center staff. At all courthouse clinics, deputy sheriffs’ response time to a panic button alert is very fast.
· If volunteers for any reason do not feel safe, they should not hesitate to excuse themselves and ask for a deputy to be posted outside the conference room door. Often the presence alone of the deputies will calm agitated litigants.
· In any event, we encourage all attorneys to follow their instincts and, if they do not feel safe, to decline to assist a particular client.

Considerations on Mental Health Issues

A significant number of clients at VLN clinics have some form of untreated mental illness.  Many of these persons have legal issues; some do not.  Practical considerations  for working with people with untreated mental illness include:

· Adults with untreated mental illness may be difficult to understand, unwilling to accept responsibility, unable to remember agreements, inconsistent with discipline, poor at keeping appointments, untrustworthy, and emotionally unpredictable. While observing the person’s weaknesses, try to make use of his or her strengths.

· Adults with mental illness, like everyone else, are responsible for their actions. Missed appointments, lying, and dangerous behavior cannot be accepted. Flexibility can be taken only so far. Set limits with the client and, if the client does not follow them, stop assisting the client.

· If the client has a legal issue, provide services consistent with the legal issue.

· If the client does not have a legal issue, tell him or her so. One possible way:

“I understand your concern and the difficulties this issue brings to your life.  I know that you would like it to be solved. The legal system, unfortunately, is not able to solve all problems. This is an example of an issue that the legal system cannot solve. Perhaps you might try calling _____ for services on that issue.”

· Do not try to rescue the person with mental illness personally.  Instead, make referrals. You are not expected to be an expert on mental illness. 

· If you experience any problems or feel threatened, ask a staff person for assistance.  (At the court’s SHC, there is a panic button under the counter to the right of the computer.)
· To learn more about mental illness, visit www.nami.org or call (651) 645-2948 (National Alliance for the Mentally Ill).

Considerations on Interpreters

VLN’s commitment to equal justice and opportunity demands that we address and remove barriers to equal and meaningful access for our clients. To this end, VLN has adopted a Limited English Proficiency (LEP) policy. Below are some highlights as they pertain to VLN volunteer interpreters at our legal advice clinics.

· Persons wishing to interpret for VLN clinics complete a VLN Interpreter Membership form and return it to VLN. VLN staff will call the interpreter when they see opportunities that fit into the interpreter’s schedule. If the interpreter has an ongoing commitment at a certain clinic, he or she won’t be called for other opportunities unless he or she wishes to be called.

· Volunteer interpreters typically commit to two-hour slots (9-11, 11-1, and 1-3) on Fridays, as many times a month as they wish.

· VLN is particularly (but not exclusively) committed to providing services to the Spanish-speaking population on Fridays at our downtown clinics: Legal Access Point Clinic, Family Law Clinic, Housing Court Clinic, and Conciliation (small claims) Court Clinic. 

· While primarily stationed at the LAP clinic (located at the Hennepin County Government Center’s Self Help Center), volunteer interpreters will carry a pager during their shifts so that attorneys from the other three clinics may request their services.

· VLN will provide Spanish-English legal glossaries to interpreters. 

Best Practices for Volunteer Interpreters. While the ideal is for each client to consult with an attorney thoroughly proficient in the language of the client, this is not always possible.   When VLN is unable to provide a bi-lingual attorney for a client who speaks Spanish, VLN relies on volunteer interpreters.

· Interpreters interpret everything the client says into English and everything the attorney says into Spanish.

· Interpreters do not participate in the conversation. The interpreter’s only job is to interpret what the client and the attorney say to each other.

· If the client does not understand something and asks the interpreter, the interpreter will pass the question onto the attorney. The interpreter will not answer the question, even if the interpreter knows the answer.

· The interpreter will have pen and paper to assist in remembering accurately the words to interpret. If the client and/or attorney are not pausing after every several sentences or so, the interpreter will ask the client and/or attorney to pause, so that the interpreter may accurately interpreter. The interpreter is not expected to remember long sequences of conversations, but is expected to be assertive about asking for breaks to interpret.

· If the interpreter is unable to easily hear or understand the client or attorney, the interpreter will ask the client or attorney to speak up, or to re-state the message.

Online Resources for Volunteer Interpreters. The Minnesota Court Interpreter Website has many resources to assist attorneys http://www.mncourts.gov/?page=446) and interpreters (http://www.mncourts.gov/?page=461) including:

· Legal Glossaries in many languages

· The Interpreter’s Code of Professional Responsibility

· “Do’s and Don’ts for Working with Interpreters”

Training for Volunteer Interpreters 
· Volunteer interpreters are invited to VLN’s new attorney meetings. (Check www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org for more details.)

· Volunteer interpreters who are not professional interpreters are asked to participate in a three-hour training regarding the duties of interpreters.
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	Providing Quality Legal Advice at Legal Clinics 


Many clients at legal advice clinics are not only proceeding pro se, but also have little or no legal experience. This presents specific challenges to attorneys wishing to provide tangible help. Below are some tips—gathered from our experienced attorneys—to maximize your impact:

· First – set the expectation. Make sure the client knows that you have a finite amount of time for him or her (typically, 15-20 minutes if others are waiting). Setting this from the start makes it easier to enforce.

· Give the client a chance to tell his or her story.  Even though your time is limited, your empathy and kindness are so important to the client.

· At some point, you may need to take control of the conversation.  If the client is focusing on irrelevant facts, providing too much detail, or simply off track, interject with pointed questions that elicit the information you need. Ask for any paperwork that the client may have, as that can help focus the issue quickly.

· Be proactive in providing whatever services time allows. Tasks that are easy for you can be very difficult for a client. Rather than advising the client to draft a letter, for example, provide some recommended language if you have time. Providing a brief service accomplishes much more for the client than telling him or her to take that action.
 

· If possible, provide specific written language for the artful portions of a pleading. If your client is pro se, a persuasive written pleading is critical, as the client has less ability to be orally persuasive. In most pro se cases, the papers are the case.

· Write explicit instructions regarding next steps for the client to take, both to help him or her remember and convey it accurately later.

· VLN provides resource materials regarding the law and referral options. Use resources (including yours, such as knowledgeable colleagues) whenever helpful. If a law student is at the clinic, you may ask him or her to find relevant materials.

· If you believe the client has no case, tell them so. It serves the client and the courts to provide clients with your frank assessment. Explain the reason behind your assessment—and remember that it is ultimately the client’s decision how to proceed.
· Some clients do not have an issue that is legal in nature. For any social service issues, refer the client to United Way (phone number - “211”) or call yourself to facilitate correct information.  In some situations, all you can do is empathize with the difficulty of the problem and acknowledge that it is beyond the scope of the clinic.

· If the client has an issue that requires more time, and other clients are waiting, please ask the client to wait so you can assist other clients. Many clients make special trips to see “the attorney,” and it is difficult for them if they are not seen that day. If there is a volunteer law student, you can ask the law student to help the client until you are finished with the other clients.

Thank you so much for your time and help to those in poverty!
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� Approved by the Clinics and Quality Control Committee on October 23, 2009


� Studies show that more clients have favorable outcomes to their issues if attorneys provide a brief service, not just legal advice. Brief service includes making phone calls, writing letters, helping draft part of a pleading, etc. 


� More clients have favorable outcomes with written instructions to follow.
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