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October 2009

Dear New Volunteer:

I would like to take a moment to thank you for your interest in volunteering with us and helping provide access to justice to Hennepin County residents, regardless of income.

With your admission to the bar, you joined a limited and privileged group of professionals who can provide access to the justice system.  Only attorneys may represent clients in legal matters. Without attorneys, thousands of individuals in Hennepin County do not benefit from the protections that laws provide—because they do not have access to the justice system.

You will make a difference! Hundreds of attorneys in Hennepin County volunteer their time so that injustices are not allowed to stand. Our volunteers make a difference in our clients’ lives because they believe every person is entitled to fairness and justice under the law.

Our volunteers also reap benefits of volunteering including: learning new skills; networking with colleagues; making an impression with the local bench; malpractice coverage (for pro bono clients that you accept through VLN); administrative support; and the benefits of knowing you have provided stability and justice to an individual in desperate need.

Our staff stands ready to match you with a volunteer opportunity that fits your interests as well as the community’s need. Our opportunities range from full services to brief services to legal advice. They also have a number of resources which can assist you in your valuable work. Many of these resources are also located on our website at www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org.

Thank you again for your time and interest in helping others. If any of us can ever be of any assistance to you, please do not hesitate to call me at 612-752-6671.

Sincerely,

[image: image2.emf]
Suzanne Gautsch Pontinen





Executive Director




 

P.S. No matter how many volunteers we have, the need is always greater.  One of the best ways for us to recruit new volunteers is through you! If you have friends who might be interested in volunteering with us, please give them one of our informational cards. 
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Additional Forms
binder pockets

· Representation agreement (green) and case closing form (green).  Please be sure to return these to VLN staff, as we depend on these forms for our statistics and reporting to our funders.  We also want to recognize you, your time, and the services you provide to the clients!

· Clinic Data Sheet (pink). This is the form attorneys complete at most clinics to report what services they provided the client.

· In Forma Pauperis instructions and forms.  Because most VLN full representation clients are within federal poverty guidelines, they do not need to pay court filing fees (except for bankruptcy cases).  These and other forms may be found at http://www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org/volunteer/full/general. Also, as a volunteer we recommend you join Pro Justice Minnesota at www.projusticemn.org which is an excellent resource for attorneys engaged in pro bono law.

· VLN Volunteer Application Form (yellow). If you have already completed this, please consider giving it to a friend!

Mission Statement

Volunteer Lawyers Network strives to promote access to justice and the administration of justice by providing legal services to low-income people primarily in Hennepin County through volunteer lawyers. 

Who We Are

VLN is a volunteer-based non-profit organization providing free legal services to low-income individuals and families living primarily in Hennepin County.  VLN engages the vast resources of the private bar to help these people meet basic human needs, including sustenance, shelter, safety, and child custody. 

VLN staff members recruit and train volunteer attorneys, match client needs with appropriate legal specialties, and work strategically with like-minded community partners to craft innovative, cost-effective solutions to ongoing and emerging legal issues facing people living in poverty.  VLN also works to increase awareness of the fact that everyone has legal rights, that remedies for injustice are available to everyone, and that VLN and other legal service organizations stand ready to help. 

VLN was established in 1966 by 28 lawyers and today, with over 700 active volunteers, VLN is one of the nation’s most respected volunteer-based nonprofit providers of legal services. Over 600 volunteer attorneys each year provide thousands of hours of free legal representation through VLN, ranging from brief services (such as drafting a letter or making a phone call) to full representation services. Legal advice is offered on a walk-in basis at approximately twenty clinic sites throughout the metropolitan area. In addition, VLN operates Divorce and Consumer Protection workshops, at which law students and paralegals, supervised by attorneys, help clients complete, file and serve relevant legal documents. Telephone advice is offered for those with mobility or transportation challenges; a separate legal line provides Spanish speakers with legal advice, referrals and brief services.  VLN primarily serves Hennepin County but also provides metrowide services to Spanish-speaking individuals through our Linea Legal Latina program and statewide services in bankruptcy screening and some other services.
VLN is an innovator and its staff works tirelessly to meet immediate and emerging legal needs. In the face of today’s economic conditions, VLN has recently created a mortgage foreclosure prevention program, to give persons at risk for foreclosure the legal help needed to prevent the loss of their home; doubled the hours that Linea Legal Latina is available each week by opening a second location; created a new collaborative law pro bono project that gives clients access to attorneys and other experts to help resolve conflict in a manner most beneficial to the family by providing comprehensive family and financial counseling; and renewed its commitment to StandDown, an annual event providing social and legal services to homeless veterans, serving more than 100 clients in 2008. In addition, VLN collaborates with a wide range of legal services organizations to ensure that legal services to the community as a whole are provided as efficiently and effectively as possible. 

Examples include (1) the Legal Access Point Clinic at the Fourth District Self-help Center,  which is nationally recognized model for helping pro se litigants navigate the court system, and (2) Advocates for Human Rights, which defends asylum and refugee cased with VLN providing administrate support and malpractice insurance. 

The Need for Pro Bono Assistance
The need for legal services on behalf of those in poverty is intensified by the clients’ lack of knowledge regarding their rights, lack of experience with the legal system, lack of any financial safety cushion, and susceptibility to predatory practices.  Ordinary needs such as childcare, transportation and time off from work to handle emergencies can pose formidable barriers to the disadvantaged.  One unaddressed legal problem can have a devastating impact. 

Supreme Court Justice Lewis Powell said: 
Equal justice under law is not just a caption on the facade of the Supreme Court building. It is perhaps the most inspiring ideal of our society . . . It is fundamental that justice should be the same, in substance and availability, without regard to economic status.  
VLN is dedicated to delivering on that ideal, but the challenge is great.  The path that uninformed, misinformed and preyed- upon underclass must travel through our complicated system is full of roadblocks.  Here are some reasons, offered by Assistant Director Martha Delaney, why those in poverty need extraordinary assistance from the legal community to secure their basic human needs. 
1. Without access to the courts, one does not have access to the protections the law provides.   For example, if I move out of my apartment and my landlord refuses to return my security deposit, my only resource is to file a court action. If I cannot go to court, or do not go to court, the chance of me getting my security deposit back from an unscrupulous landlord is very little. 

2. The courts are not accessible for those in poverty.  Despite the best of intentions, the drafters of the Constitution created a democracy for white, propertied, educated men, who had the time and the knowledge to argue for their own best interests in front of a neutral third party.  In the absence of having the time and knowledge, someone from the middle or upper class may always hire a lawyer to argue on one's behalf (and most middle to upper class persons do).  Unfortunately, the poor have neither the time, knowledge, nor money to meet their legal needs.  In today's reality, the poor barely have the money to come up with the filing fee for court action.  They are unprepared to represent themselves in a court of law, which often results in their not benefitting from the protections of the laws.  

3. Many unscrupulous people “bank” on point 2; those in poverty are targeted for exploitation in ways and frequency beyond middle class experience. We probably have all had the experience of being targeted; my mail used to contain three to five pre-approved credit card offers per week. However, our experience is not like those in poverty. For example, I (a middle-class white woman) have never had a landlord withhold my security deposit from me. I have never worked for two weeks and then not been paid. I have never been driving home on a Saturday night and pulled over because of the way that I looked (which happens frequently to people of color, whether poor or not). 

4. The poor are often poor because of some unexpected or dramatic event out of their control, which simultaneously limits their ability to access the court system.  For example, many in poverty are disabled (including many veterans). Some were fine until an unexpected job loss and subsequent inability to find a replacement job within three to six months. Others lost a spouse (death, injury, divorce) upon whose income the household depended.  

5. Those in poverty live a little closer to the edge, so that one bad transaction may result in their utter financial ruin.  When someone is living check to check, or in an even more precarious position, any break can significantly help them – whether it be a return of a security deposit or stopping harassment by a debt collector.  These victories can make the difference in a person’s life. A lawyer can bring this about by ensuring their rights are protected.    

Those of us in the legal profession are in a unique position to provide those in poverty with access to the courts, a service only those of us in the legal profession can provide.  Ideally, protections of the law would not depend on a person's ability to access the courts. However, under our current legal system, it does, the need is great, and the amount of human suffering is staggering. 

There are many ways to be part of the solution.  Find an issue you care about and plug in. Volunteer commitments range from a few hours to full representation of a deserving client. Contribute your time and talents so that at least today, one person or one family is saved from ruin or heartbreak.  By doing so, you will be insuring that the fundamentals of justice are not forgotten in our society.  

VLN Volunteers Make A Difference 
In 2008 VLN leveraged the legal resources of the community to deliver more than 7,000 legal services to more than 6,000 clients.  With experienced legal leadership, an engaged board of directors, a dedicated staff and a can-do attitude, VLN plays a unique role in the legal services system.  Without it, fewer people in poverty would be served, fewer attorneys would fulfill their pro bono obligations, the cost of service would increase, and duplicate of effort and other inefficiencies would proliferate.  

Last year, VLN pro bono volunteers helped more than 6,000 clients, with issues such as:

· Not being paid due wages 

· Withholding of security deposits without cause

· Being sued for debt amounts they do not owe

· Being sued for accidents involving cars they do not own

· Failure of landlords to provide safe and habitable housing

· Mortgage foreclosures based on illegal practices

· Abusive spouses and lack of safety and financial security

· Obtaining custody of their grandchildren

In short, VLN is committed to foster a better understanding of clients’ legal rights, to bring about free remedies when those rights are abused, and to help families provide safe and stable homes for their children.  But the fight is far from over.  Sadly, despite the efforts of VLN and others, the Minnesota Legal Services Planning Commission estimates the three-fourths of the legal needs of disadvantaged Minnesotans remain unmet.  This is our challenge for the future.
Who Qualifies for VLN Services?

VLN, like most legal services providers, establishes income-eligibility guidelines based on the Federal Department of Human Services annual poverty guidelines. To quality for full representation services with VLN, an individual must have household income at or below 125% of the federal poverty guideline (FPG). To quality for brief services (including assisted pro se workshops and legal advice), an individual must have annual household income at or below 300% FPG. Below are these numbers for 2009.

	Size of

household
	125% FPG
(Full Rep Cases)
	 
	300% FPG 
(Phone Advice, Clinics, Workshops)

	1
	13,537
	 
	32,475

	2
	18,438
	 
	43,710

	3
	22,888
	 
	54,930

	4
	27,563
	 
	66,150

	5
	32,238
	 
	77,370

	6
	36,913
	 
	88,590

	7
	41,588
	 
	99,810

	8
	46,263
	 
	111,030



Source:  http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/09poverty.shtml 

The following data may be of interest regarding the breakdown of our clients by race/ethnicity and gender.
	By Race/Ethnicity

# Cases 
 % Cases
African
473
8%

African American
1832
30%

American Indian
127
2%

Asian 
218
4%

Caucasian 
2001
33%

Hispanic
901
15%

Multiracial
74
1%

Race Unknown
403
7%


	By Gender


# Cases 
 % Cases
Female
3169
53%

Male
2710
45%

Gender Unknown
150
2%




Ways to Volunteer 

Summary and Time Commitments

Some new volunteers find it difficult to decide where to first volunteer. One way to decide is pick which area of law you’d like to focus in, and then which level of service. Please note that services with an asterisk (*) are best provided by an attorney experienced in that area of law.

	Area of Law
	Levels of SErvice

	Administrative
	· Full Representation (8-20 hours)

· Phone advice* (1-2 hours per shift)

· Review cases for merit* (10-30 minutes per case)

· Mentor attorney* (2-10 hours)

	Bankruptcy
	· Full Representation (8-20 hours)

· Phone advice* (1-2 hours per shift)

· Review cases for merit* (10-30 minutes per case)

· In person legal advice* (2 hours per shift)

· Mentor attorney* (2-10 hours per case)

	Civil
	· Full Representation (8-20 hours)

· Review cases for merit* (10-30 minutes per case)

· Brief services (e.g., negotiated settlement, phone advocacy) (1-4 hours per case)
· One-on-one Consumer Protection workshop (1 hour per client)
· In person legal advice* (2 hours per shift)

· Mentor attorney* (2-10 hours)

	Criminal Expungement
	· Full Representation (8-10 hours)

· Review cases for merit* (10-30 minutes per case)

· Phone advice* (30 minutes per case)

· Mentor attorney* (2-10 hours per case)

	Employment
	· Full Representation (8-20 hours)

· Phone advice* (1-2 hours per shift)

· Review cases for merit* (10-30 minutes per case)

· In person legal advice* (2 hours per shift)

· Mentor attorney* (2-10 hours)

	Family
	· Full Representation (8-70 hours)

· Phone advice* (1-2 hours per shift)

· Review cases for merit – custody* (10-30 minutes per case)

· In person legal advice* (2 hours per shift)

· Mentor attorney* (2-10 hours)

	Housing
	· Full Representation (8-50 hours)

· Phone advice* (1-2 hours per shift)

· In person legal advice (3.5 hours per shift)

	Real Estate
	· Full Representation* (8-70 hours)

· Phone advice* (1-2 hours per shift)

· In person legal advice* (2 hours per shift)

	Tax
	· Full Representation (8-20 hours)

· Review cases for merit* (10-30 minutes per case)


Selected Workshops and Clinics Times and Locations

	Service 
	Location
	Hours

	Consumer Protection Workshop

civil court forms
	Room 390A City Center (600 Nicollet Mall)

Henn. Co. Govt. Ctr (300 S. 6th St)
	Mondays or Thursdays by appointment

	Conciliation Court Clinic 

small claims issues
	Room 312 City Hall, (350 S. 5th St)
	Tues:  1-3 pm 

Thurs: 9 -11 am, 1 – 3 pm

	Divorce Workshop

family court forms
	Room 390A City Center (600 Nicollet Mall)
	By appointment

	Bankruptcy Advice Clinic

bankruptcy issues
	Mpls: 7th Floor U.S. Federal Courthouse (300 S. 4th St.) 

St. Paul: 2nd Floor Warren E. Burger Federal Bldg (316 N. Robert St)
	Thurs:  11 am – 1 pm



	Family Law Clinic 

family law issues


	Self Help Center, Family Justice Center (110 S. 4th St)
	Mon and Thurs: 10 – noon

Tues and Fri:  1-3 p.m.

	Housing Court Project Clinic landlord/tenant issues
	3rd Floor, Courts Towers, Henn. Co. Govt Ctr (300 S. 6th St)
	Mon – Fri:  8:30 am to noon

	Legal Access Point Clinic civil issues
	Self Help Center, skyway level, Henn. Co. Govt. Ctr (300 S. 6th St)
	Mon - Fri 11 – 1pm Tues, Thurs: 11-3pm

	Park Ave Methodist Clinic (immigration issues)
	3400 Park Ave S
	Thurs, 3-5 pm

	Real Estate Clinic

Real estate issues
	Minneapolis Urban League

2100 Plymouth Avenue North
	Wednesdays  4-6 pm (by appointment)

	VLN Phone Advice and Scheduled Clinics
	Your office or VLN’s office
	Depends upon area of law


Linea Legal Latina

Linea Legal Latina (“LLL”) is a legal hotline for low-income Spanish-speaking individuals. We provide a coordinated legal "first responder" system so Spanish-speaking individuals receive legal help quickly and efficiently—without being bounced from provider to provider. We also ease the burden on Comunidades Latinas Unidas en Servicio (CLUES) and other service providers helping the Spanish-speaking community receive critical legal assistance.

Our goal is to provide efficient advice and referrals to Spanish-speaking individuals who have little or no access to legal advice. The hotline’s bi-lingual attorneys provide legal advice in Spanish and, when appropriate, refer callers to government agencies or legal service providers for further assistance. Linea Legal Latina is a unique collaboration between Volunteer Lawyers Network, Fredrikson & Byron, Lindquist & Vennum, the Minnesota Hispanic Bar Association, and CLUES.

Linea Legal Latina operates its call-in line (651-379-4223) on Tuesdays from 11:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. and Thursdays from 4:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m. On Thursdays, LLL also offers an in-person legal advice clinic in St. Paul from 11:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. and in Minneapolis from 5:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. Our volunteers, all bi-lingual, include attorneys, paralegals and law students. 

Linea Legal Latina also provides legal education classes in Spanish on various issues which frequently arise in poverty populations. Class topics include family law, traffic and car title, and immigration.

Why LLL Needs Bilingual Attorneys:
Those who aren't able to speak English well often have even more difficulty accessing the court system and the protection of the laws than others. Volunteering at this clinic will provide much needed access to justice to a population that often goes without.

Our clients’ largest needs include the following areas: Consumer Employment, Family, Immigration, and Landlord/Tenant.

Muchas gracias to our current Linea Legal Latina Volunteer Attorneys! They include: Carrie Anderson, Carrie Script, Michael Boston, Cassondre Buteyn, Julie Delgado-O'Neil, Marisela Cantu, Alexander Cazales, Brian Aust, Tim Crocker, Frank Fernandez, Sharifa Elaraj, V. John Ella, Mary Grams Michael Hall, Tim Hart, José Jimenez, Anne Kanyusik, Pat Kelly, Ben Kremenak, Jeffrey P. Larson, Kevin O’Brien, Nelson Peralta, Thomas Pursell, Bob Randall, Gabriela Reyes-Noyola, Michelle Rivero, Joel Patrick Schroeder, Caroline Terrio, Suzanne Tresnak, Sara Van Norman, Adriel Villarreal, Susan Koberstein, Rodney Mason, and Diana Villella.
 Frequently Asked Questions

What kinds of opportunities do you offer? 
For attorneys, we have many opportunities to fit your interests, specialties, and schedule, including: full representation cases, brief services, and legal advice clinics, in the following areas of law:

	· Administrative 

· Bankruptcy 

· Civil (general)
· Criminal Expungement 
	· Debtor/Creditor

· Employment 

· Family 

· Federal Pro Se
	· Landlord/Tenant 

· Predatory Lending

· Real Estate

· Unemployment Compensation 


Our areas of greatest need are in civil, family, and bankruptcy. (See page 7 for opportunities based on area of law.)
If you are bi-lingual (especially in Spanish or Somali), please let us know, as we have Spanish- and Somali-speaking clients who need your help!

Please see page 14 for more detailed descriptions of volunteer opportunities.

How do I become a VLN volunteer? 
For lawyers, to get started, complete the online volunteer application form. (http://www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org/volunteer/application) We screen all new volunteers with the Board of Professional Responsibility to ensure they are members of the bar in good standing prior to their taking a case with us. We will write you when your application has been approved. 

To sign up for specific opportunities, please come to one of our new volunteer orientations.  These orientations are held once every six weeks or so. Check our Event Calendar (http://www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org/volunteer/cle) for the next volunteer orientation. (You may come to the orientation before your application has been approved.) In the meantime, you may also check out our current specific opportunities and contact a staff person with your area of interest (http://www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org/volunteer/opportunities).
I am not licensed in the state of Minnesota. Are there ways I may volunteer? 
Unlicensed attorneys may be of great assistance and volunteer in many of the same ways that law students and paralegals volunteer with us. The best way to find out how to volunteer is to come to one of our new volunteer orientations.

What type of time commitment does volunteering involve? 
The time commitment depends on what type of case or service you provide. Per our board, to be considered an active volunteer, every twelve months you would take a full representation case, staff four clinic shifts (typically 1-2 hours), staff six phone advice shifts, or give at least ten hours of volunteer work in other ways (research, recruiting volunteers, board service, etc.).

I don’t want to go to court – may I still volunteer? 
We have many opportunities for volunteering that focus on providing clients with advice and assistance that do not include participating in litigation or court room work.

I am not a lawyer.  Are there volunteer opportunities for me? 
Yes. We have many opportunities for assisting attorneys, including at legal advice clinics, one-on-one workshops, and working with clients prior to their meeting with the attorney (e.g., to get their paperwork ready).

We also have many opportunities for assisting in our office, including administrative tasks, bookkeeping, marketing, editing, etc. If you or someone you know would be interested in helping with any of those tasks, please let us know!
What kinds of resources does VLN offer volunteer attorneys? 
We have many checklists, outlines, flowcharts, seminar materials and online resources for the issues that are most common to people in poverty. For a good introduction to online resources, check out: www.lawhelpMN.org (created by the Minnesota Legal Services Coalition). 

· Client Screening (for financial and issue eligibility)

· Malpractice insurance coverage

· CLEs at a reduced rate or free
· Mentor attorneys 
· Useful forms (hard copy and electronically)
· New Hope bankruptcy software
· Office space for client meetings 
· Resource manuals 
· Trained volunteer law students
· Volunteer interpreters 
· Resource Attorneys on staff (Family and Housing Law)
· Office address and phone number if attorney prefers to use our contact information
In addition, we have three five- to seven-minute training videos which provide an excellent overview of online resources. Please take a moment to watch these teaching tools or review the overview of all the trainings. (http://www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org/files/Online_Resources_Training.pdf)

Video 1 covers LawHelpMN and ProJusticeMN. 

Video 2 covers the Courts’ website and statutes. 

Video 3 covers other useful sites. 

Note: You will need QuickTime player to view and hear these trainings. It is available for free download at: http://www.apple.com/quicktime/download/. 


I haven’t done bankruptcies but would like to take a bankruptcy case.
Thank you for considering volunteering in the area of bankruptcy; it is one of our areas of greatest need! If you have not done a chapter 7 bankruptcy case before, you can take some steps to get ready before your first case by: 

1) Watching our bankruptcy webinar (which provides a great overview of chapter 7 bankruptcies for low income people): Chapter 7 Bankruptcy: Part 1* (1.25 hours), Part 2* (1.25 hours); 

2) Reviewing the bankruptcy webinar handouts (Part 1, Part 2)*; and 

3) Becoming admitted to federal court (http://www.mnb.uscourts.gov/Newsite/Rules_Forms/indexRules.htmls). (In the blue box right below you will see the Petition for Admission and petition for admission procedure.) 

Once you have a case, we will provide you with a mentor attorney; you may also use our New Hope bankruptcy software. 

*All videos above can be found at http://www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org/welcome.

How does VLN screen clients? 
We have trained staff take phone calls from persons seeking legal help. Our staff determines whether the clients meet issue and income eligibility criteria established by our board of directors.
Income eligibility: For full representation services, clients’ household income must be at or below 125% of the federal poverty guidelines (FPG). For most other brief services, clients’ household income must be at or below 300% FPG. (See page 10 for income eligibility guidelines.)

Issue eligibility: Each type of issue has different criteria. For full representation cases, we have procedures in place to make sure clients’ issues have merit, including attorneys who screen cases for merit. For brief services on most issues, we gather the client’s paperwork prior to your meeting with the client. 

I don't have an office. Where can I meet with my VLN client? 
You are welcome to use our offices to meet your VLN client. You may also choose a public location that is mutually convenient for you and the client, such as a library.

What may I expect from a VLN client? 
Below are the instructions we give clients as to what you may expect of them:

· Be completely honest with your attorney. If you don’t give your him or her all the facts, your attorney cannot help you as well and it may affect the outcome of your case.

· Respect your attorney’s time by preparing in advance for meetings or phone conferences.

· Write down your questions.

· Bring all paperwork that relate to your case (better - provide it in advance, if possible). 

· Limit your phone calls to the attorney.  It is reasonable to call him/her when you have new information, or an important question.  Show up for all appointments on time.  (If you have to miss an appointment, call your attorney as soon as possible and ask to set a new date.) 

· Promptly return phone calls from your attorney.

· Avoid bringing children to appointments so that you can focus on your legal matter.

· Ask questions to understand your case. Let the attorney know your goals. 

· Listen when your attorney tells you the limits of what he or she can do for you. (And, if you don’t agree with the law or the decisions of the judge, please don’t blame your attorney!)

· Tell your attorney and VLN about any changes in phone number, address, income, and people in your household. 

· If you’re going to be out of town, please tell your attorney.  

· Call VLN for assistance with new legal issues.  Your attorney is representing you on the issue listed on the Representation Agreement only.  

In terms of some cultural differences to be aware of (between pro bono clients and paying clients), please see “Working with Low Income Clients” on page 25.

 How do volunteer attorneys exert "client control"? 
With paying clients, attorneys often use fees as one way to ensure that clients do not pursue frivolous claims. With pro bono clients, there are other ways to achieve the same objectives, including withdrawing. For a complete description, see our August 2006 Tip of the Month on Preventing Frivolous Claims  (http://www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org/files/August%20Tip%202006.doc).
How can I ensure that I have malpractice insurance coverage through VLN? 
All attorneys are covered by VLN malpractice insurance as long as they have a completed and approved attorney application on file with us, and are assisting a VLN client who is registered in our database.

How do I respond on my attorney license form as to my malpractice coverage? 
See our October 2006 Tip of the Month on Annual Reporting of Professional Liability Coverage (http://www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org/files/1006%20Tip%20Malpractice%20Insurance%20Coverage.pdf).
How will my volunteer service be recognized? 
VLN recognizes the work of our volunteers in several ways, including:

· Annual listing on VLN website (www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org/volunteers)

· Annual thank you in The Hennepin Lawyer 

· Volunteer Receptions 

· Annual thank you post card

Volunteer Attorney Job Descriptions

Requirements of all Volunteer Attorney Positions

Below are job descriptions for the most common volunteer attorney positions. In addition, all attorney volunteer opportunities require that attorneys:

· Be licensed to practice in Minnesota.

· Comply with the Minnesota Rules of Professional Conduct, including to:

· Provide competent representation (Rule 1.1), including ensuring you have a basic understanding of the issues with which you will be helping your client, and a plan for how to get additional knowledge or assistance as needed.

· Provide the client with prompt and diligent representation (Rule 1.3).

· Communicate with the client effectively and in a timely manner (Rule 1.4). This includes:

· Explain the legal proceedings and help the client better understand his or her rights and options.

· Discuss the consequences of the legal actions the client may take.

· Maintain confidentiality (Rule 1.6). 

· Treat clients with the same professionalism and commitment as would be given to private paying clients.

· Document work done for clients.

Please also, at any time, tell VLN staff members any issues which come up with a client during a service or any suggestions for how we may better support your work.
Full Representation Volunteer Attorney 

Task: Provide full representation services to a client on a legal matter.

Responsibilities to Client:

· Contact the client as soon as possible after receiving contact information but no later than within two weeks of accepting the case, unless the timing of the case requires immediate contact.

· Keep the client informed about the status of the case.

· Return phone calls to the client within a reasonable time.  

· Be alert for legal issues outside the representation agreement’s scope of representation and refer client to VLN Client Intake line for help in addressing other legal issues or social service needs.

· Keep track of deadlines and respond appropriately in a timely manner.

· Act in a timely and diligent fashion on behalf of the client.

· Complete the case, unless there are reasons to withdraw pursuant to the representation/retainer agreement.

 Responsibilities to VLN:
· Complete and return to VLN the VLN Representation Agreement specifying the issues on which you will be providing services. Ensure the client has checked whether or not he/she is a U.S. citizen.

· Track hours volunteered on the case.

· Complete VLN Case Closing Form at the end of the representation (which can be found on our website) and report your hours and the result of the case.

· Include a copy of a final decision or settlement agreement, if any.
· Tell VLN staff of any issues which came up with the client during the case.
Assisted Pro Se One-on-One Workshop Volunteer Attorney 
Task: Work one-on-one with clients and/or supervise law students in completing court documents for pro se clients (typically two hours). 

Responsibilities to client:

· Review the forms and procedures of the workshop and assist client with completion of court forms when appropriate (sometimes with the assistance of a law student or paralegal).

· Review and follow VLN’s descriptions re: how to fulfill attorney ethical obligations in limited scope service cases. 

· Ensure that the client is capable of understanding and understands the limited nature of the services provided and is able to proceed further on their own, pursuant to Rule 6.5.

Responsibilities to VLN:

· Complete client acknowledgement form and return to VLN.

· Let staff know if you would like to assist the client beyond the confines of the workshop.

Legal Advice Clinic Volunteer Attorney (Walk-In Clinic) 
Task: Staff a clinic shift (typically two hours) and provide legal advice and/or brief services clients. (Experience in area of law necessary.)

Responsibilities to client:

· Provide written information to clients concerning their legal problem, e.g., generic legal fact sheets whenever possible.

· Write notes regarding the next steps the client should take (to assist them in understanding and remembering your instructions accurately).

· Provide a brief service where possible, 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.

Responsibilities to VLN:

· Complete both sides of a Clinic Data Sheet for each client you see and return it to your clinic assistant.

· When completing the Clinic Data Sheet, be accurate and complete in describing the services you provided the client, including any brief services (forms completion, letter writing, phone calls, etc.) or if you have made arrangements to assist the client with full representation services. Clients sometimes call with questions about their clinic visits, and completed data sheets help us greatly with this.

· Note on the Clinic Data Sheet if you will be helping the client beyond the clinic shift, including if you will be taking the client’s case on a full representation basis.

Mentor Attorney 
Task: For an area of law in which the mentor attorney is experienced, mentor an attorney new to that area of law so the new attorney may assist a VLN client and take additional cases in the future. (Experience in area of law necessary.)

Responsibilities to Mentee Attorney:

· Make sure there is no conflict of interest on your part with the client.

· Return phone calls to the mentee within a reasonable time.  

· Answer specific questions related to the client’s issue. 

· Note: You are not required to give an overview of the law; the mentee is expected to do basic research and reading of the issue.

Responsibilities to VLN:

· Report the hours you spent on the case to VLN.

· Inform VLN if you have any difficulties.

Case/Issue Screening Attorney 
Task : For a specific area of law, determine whether a case has merit and therefore VLN staff should seek a volunteer attorney to provide full representation services. (Experience in area of law necessary.)

Responsibilities to Client:

· Take the time to thoroughly understand the strengths and weaknesses of the client’s case.
· Provide VLN staff with your honest evaluation.
· (If applicable) Provide legal advice to the client in cases in which there is not sufficient merit to assign a full representation volunteer.
Responsibilities to VLN:

· Please complete the screening within one week of receiving the client’s information, so that VLN staff may timely complete the next appropriate step.

Phone Advice Attorney 
Task: provide phone advice to clients in a specific area of law. (Experience in area of law necessary.)

Responsibilities to Client:

· Explain the legal proceedings and help the client better understand his or her rights and options.

· Discuss the consequences of the legal actions the client may take.

Responsibilities to VLN:

· Inform VLN when you have called the client and give a brief summary of the nature of your advice.

Linea Legal Latina Volunteer Attorney 
Task: Provide telephone legal advice or in-person brief services to Spanish-speaking clients, either in person or by phone, as scheduled).

Responsibilities to client:

· Provide written information to clients concerning their legal problem, e.g., generic legal fact sheets whenever possible.

· Write notes regarding the next steps the client should take (to assist them in understanding and remembering your instructions accurately).

· Provide a brief service where possible, 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.

Responsibilities to VLN:

· Complete both sides of a Clinic Data Sheet for each client you see and return it to your clinic assistant.

· When completing the Clinic Data Sheet, please be accurate and complete in describing the services you provided the client, including any brief services (forms completion, letter writing, phone calls, etc.) and/or if you have made arrangements to assist the client with full representation services.

· Note on the Clinic Data Sheet if you will be helping the client beyond the clinic shift.

Volunteer Attorney Training and Support

VLN provides support to its volunteer attorneys, including:

· New Volunteer Orientation, held approximately once every six weeks, provides the opportunity to learn about VLN and how to access VLN’s support, meet the staff and receive a volunteer case.

· VLN CLEs. Held throughout the year, these are offered at a reduced cost for active VLN volunteers and cover various legal and procedural topics common to representing persons in poverty.

· Volunteer Librarians Coalition Wikipedia (https://vlc.wikispaces.com/)

· Access to experienced attorneys as mentors or consultants.

· Comprehensive resources for various areas of the law.  

· Malpractice insurance for any lawyer representing a VLN client.  

· Administrative support, including meeting rooms, use of our mailing address, letterhead, bankruptcy software, law student assistance, bringing orders to signing judges, etc.

· Access to VLN resource staff attorneys (family, housing, real estate).

· Access to the Volunteer Librarian Coalition’s interactive Wiki.

· Access to volunteer librarians’ research of Westlaw and public record searches.

· Invitations to special events, including happy hours, annual meeting, silent auction, etc…

· Access to www.projusticemn.org website.

· Access to VLN staff, including resource attorneys, for information and questions. 

In addition, while volunteering with VLN, you have the opportunities to:

· Feel personal satisfaction from helping someone less fortunate than yourself. 

· Improve managerial skills when working with law students.  

Volunteer Policies

Volunteer Code of Conduct

Volunteer Lawyers Network has list of core values that drives the work it does. Volunteers, interns, and work study students are expected to conduct themselves in accordance with these values.

· We believe that all persons deserve access to experienced, competent legal representation – regardless of income or social standing.

· We aspire to conduct respectful, compassionate, efficient, candid, helpful and accurate screening of and referral for persons seeking legal services. Our goal is to help people resolve their legal issues as effectively as possible, given the limited resources.  

· We treat every person who contacts VLN with dignity, empathy, and respect, recognizing that he or she is a person first, not simply a person with a problem.

· We recognize and respect cultural differences.

· We support each other to ensure good mental health, a safe and respectful working environment, and a workplace that recognizes the many roles we each carry out in our lives.

Confidentiality Policy

Volunteers may not disclose any knowledge or information which is of a confidential nature or which represents a matter of trust gained through volunteering with Volunteer Lawyers Network. Confidentiality is expected of all volunteers. Failure to abide by this policy will be grounds for immediate dismissal.

Harassment Policy Statement

All volunteers will enjoy a safe work environment free from intimidation, hostility, or offensive behavior. Behavior, language, and humor that is prejudicial on the basis of sex, race, sexual orientation, or religion will not be tolerated. Failure to abide by this policy will be grounds for immediate dismissal.  If a person’s behavior makes a volunteer uncomfortable, the volunteer should immediately advise the person that, in the volunteer’s opinion, the behavior is inappropriate and that the volunteer would like it stopped. If the volunteer is not comfortable discussing the issue with the person, or if the person fails to respect the volunteer’s request, the volunteer should report the incident to his or her supervisor. If, for whatever reason, the volunteer does not feel that the supervisor is a suitable person to whom to report the incident, the volunteer should contact the executive director.

In all instances, a prompt, fair investigation will take place, giving careful consideration to protect the rights and dignity of all people involved. VLN will take those steps it feels necessary to resolve the problem, which may include verbal or written reprimand, suspension, or termination. 

Volunteer Rights and Responsibilities

Rights

You are the basis of VLN’s mission. As a volunteer, you have the right to:

· Offer ideas and suggestions.

· Be given a suitable assignment with consideration for your interests, skills, life experience, and temperament.

· Request reassignment if your placement is not working.

· Have a job description outlining responsibilities, time commitment, training, supervision, and benefits.

· Be oriented to VLN including its mission, people, and programs.

· Experience new opportunities and a variety of experiences through advancement or transfer or through special assignments. 

· Ask for and receive performance evaluations.

· Have your service hours documented (to the extent you have reported them to us).

Responsibilities

Along with your rights, you are also have a responsibility to:

· Be honest and forthright about your interests, skills, availability, and expectations.

· Be prompt and reliable when scheduled for work and notify your supervisor as early as possible if you have to cancel. 

· Decline work for which you are not qualified, trained, or have interest or availability. 

· Provide timely and constructive feedback to your supervisor. 

· Keep accurate and clear records of your hours volunteered.

· Conduct yourself in a professional manner when representing VLN in the community.

· Maintain confidentiality and privacy with regards to agency information, clients, and personnel. 

· Learn/review the difference between legal information and legal advice (May I Help You file), and be sure that, unless you are an attorney licensed in the state of Minnesota, you never give legal advice, even if you think you know the answer. 

Added Responsibilities for Office Volunteers

· Attire in the office is business casual. 

· When helping with reception duties, treat all clients and attorneys with respect and dignity at all times, even if the client becomes agitated.

· If you do not know the answer to a question, ask someone for help.

· Follow all VLN policies and procedures.

Volunteers with Different Abilities 
This section about inclusion and accessibility is currently under revision.
Volunteer Resignation

A volunteer may resign at any time. It is requested that a volunteer who resigns:

· Provide his or her reasons to the executive director or assistant executive director, while adhering to MNRPC regarding the effect on a client, in the event that the conditions which preceded the resignation might be addressed.

· Complete the representation of any VLN clients that he or she has undertaken.

Upon request, a volunteer will be “inactivated” in the VLN database so that he or she is not contacted by VLN staff unless requested by the volunteer at some future time.

Volunteer Termination 

If the executive director has reason to believe that a volunteer attorney will not provide competent or appropriate representation to a client, the executive director may, at his or her discretion, instruct staff to not provide the volunteer with further volunteer opportunities.

Other Information about Volunteer Lawyers Network
Ten Successes 2008-09

1. VLN created a new strategic plan which, in this time of economic crisis for our clients, focuses our resources on basic human needs, including housing, family, criminal expungement, civil, bankruptcy, and debtor/creditor issues. The strategic plan also updates our mission to: promote justice and the administration of justice by providing civil legal services to low-income people primarily in Hennepin County through volunteer lawyers. 
2. While VLN started the 08-09 fiscal year with a projected deficit of $119,000, VLN ended the fiscal year with a balanced budget. VLN staff achieved this by eliminating two positions through attrition, re-structuring job duties, and scrutinizing all spending.

3. VLN legal services have increased, including significant increases in full representation services in family and housing areas, based on excellent case placement staff and the efforts of two Resource Attorneys to assist volunteers.
4. As a result of then-board chair Alysia Zens’ efforts, VLN successfully created a number of new partnerships to leverage resources, including one with the Minnesota Association of Law Librarians, which will result in VLN volunteers having librarian research support.

5. Linea Legal Latina (Spanish Hotline) doubled the number of hours the hotline and clinic are open, and added evening hours, by opening another location in Minneapolis to supplement our original clinic located in St. Paul. Spanish speaking attorneys with the assistance of our staff and law students provide legal advice, referrals and brief services entirely in Spanish. 
6. The Consumer Protection One-on-One Workshop served an average of 15 clients per quarter. This nationally award-winning service helps clients to complete court paperwork, such as Answers, Garnishment Exemption Forms, and Motions to Vacate Default Judgments. Eighty-seven percent of participating clients achieve a positive outcome as a result of this service, from saving their housing to avoiding a judgment on their record.
7. VLN continues to expand alternative dispute resolution services in family law cases.  Staff works with members of the Collaborative Law Institute to create a full color brochure targeted at potential clients.  The brochure was paid for by CLI and is being distributed to social service agencies.
8. VLN spearheaded the creation of a comprehensive library of online materials including briefs, motions, and complaints relating to equity stripping and foreclosure defense cases, the first of its kind in the country.
9. Along with the Housing Preservation Project, the Minnesota Home Ownership Center, and other community partners, VLN created a mortgage foreclosure prevention project to give persons at risk for foreclosure the legal help needed to prevent the loss of their home.

10. In collaboration with the MSBA Bankruptcy Section and Bankruptcy Courts, VLN launched a weekly bankruptcy legal advice clinic onsite at the Minneapolis and St. Paul federal courthouses.

VLN Board Members 2009-10

 Officers:

Jon Bye, Chair (Lindquist & Vennum, PLLP)

Fred Ojile, Vice Chair/Treasurer (Messenger Ojile, PLLP)

Peter Goss, Secratary (Faegre & Benson, LLP) 

Alysia Zens, Past Chair (Dorsey & Whitney, LLP)

 Members:
Matt Boos (Fredrikson & Byron, PA)
Robin Caneff Gipson (Briggs & Morgan, PA)
Karen Canon (US Bank National Association)
Mark Carter (Carter Legal Services, PA)
Jeremy Carvell (Legal Aid Society)
Kate DeVries Smith (Pauly, DeVries Smith & Deffner, LLC)
Nancy DiPasquale (Greater MN Housing Fund)
Jennifer L. Doyle (Robins, Kaplan, Miller & Ciresi, LLP)
David Galle (Oppenheimer, Wolff & Donnelly, LLP)
Bricker Lavik (Dorsey & Whitney, LLP)
Laurel Learmonth (Primus Law Group)
Judge Tanja Manrique (Minnesota Court, Fourth Judicial District)
J. Alison Morris (William Mitchell College of Law)
Tim Shields (Shields Legal Services)
Michael L. Skoglund (Cargill Inc.)
Douglas Stafford (Client Representative)
Debra Lozoff Swaden (Fourth Judicial District Court, Self-Help Center)
Brooke C. Swenson (Briggs & Morgan, PA)
Dan Tyson (Best & Flanagan, LLP)
Armando Vilchez (Probate/Mental Health Division)
Mark Vyvyan (Fredrikson & Byron, PA)
Courtney Ward-Reichard (HCBA Representative, Halleland, Lewis, Nilan & Johnson)
Catherine Haukedahl (Legal Aid Representative, Legal Aid Society)
Major Funders 

(Contributing $1,000 or more)

	Name
	08/09 

	LSAC (Legal Services Advisory Commission)
	240,000

	HCBA
	86,000

	LSAC – LLL  portion
	75,300

	IOLTA (interest on trust accounts)
	54,075

	HCBF (Hennepin County Bar Foundation)
	40,000

	United Way
	30,201

	Faegre & Benson
	25,000

	Fredrikson & Byron
	20,000

	Lindquist & Vennum
	15,000

	CMLS (Central Minnesota Legal Services)
	12,968

	Legal CORPS
	9,000

	Oppenheimer Wolff & Donnelly
	7,500

	Federal Courts
	5,000

	Briggs & Morgan
	5,000

	Halleland Lewis Nilan & Johnson
	5,000

	Leonard Street and Deinard Foundation
	4,000

	MSBA Health Law and Administrative Law Sections
	4,000

	Henson & Efron
	1,500

	Maslon Edelman Borman & Brand
	1,000

	Patterson, Thuente, Skaar & Christensen
	1,000

	Pauly, DeVries Smith and Deffner
	1,000

	Schwegeman, Lundberg & Woessner
	1,000

	Best Buy
	


Resources 

Working with Low Income Clients

The following is taken from the August 2005 Issue of Bench & Bar of Minnesota (reprinted with permission)
Attorney Larry McDonough, a Legal Aid attorney since 1983, recalls a 48-year-old female client who had rented a run-down apartment which the city condemned after she moved in. She withheld rent; the landlord filed eviction papers.

Although the city had condemned the apartment twice before, the landlord continued to try to rent it, each time removing the “condemned” sign.

McDonough faced what might seem an odd barrier to helping the woman resolve her case: She initially refused to call the housing inspector. The woman didn’t understand her options, he said. She didn’t understand the law. She had an overriding sense that whatever happened, it wouldn’t go well for her.

McDonough could easily get frustrated with the client who won’t pursue the “obvious” solution. Yet it’s a common situation faced by McDonough and other attorneys who work frequently with clients living in what could be referred to as “generational poverty.” 

Drawing any generalizations about class differences between middle class attorneys and poor clients1 is treacherous ground; some would call it stereotyping or patronizing. Yet for pro bono attorneys who work with impoverished clients only occasionally, failing to understand and deal with these differences has its dangers.  Ignore them and pro bono service can become frustrating and burdensome instead of a source of satisfaction — and clients may not get the help they desperately need.

UNWRITTEN RULES
Educator Ruby Payne lectures on the challenges faced by middle class teachers working with students from chronically poor families. Growing up in those different economic worlds teaches students and teachers different survival skills and promotes different “hidden rules” regarding how people relate to each other, she said.2 

Many of Payne’s ideas apply to the relationship between pro bono lawyers and their clients.  For instance, Payne says differences between persons growing up middle class (“M.C.”) and persons growing up in generational poverty (“G.P.”) can include:

· Logistical obstacles to planning ahead, e.g., failure to keep appointments (greater in G.P.)

· The degree of belief in own ability to control events (greater in M.C.)

· Willingness to share money with friends and relatives, even when financially strapped (greater in G.P.)

· Dependence on written communication vs. oral communication (greater in M.C.)

· The influence of work, achievement, and material security in decision making (greater in M.C.)

· The influence of survival, entertainment, and relationships in decision making (greater in G.P.)

The authors interviewed eight people with hands-on legal experience with clients from generational poverty, asking for reactions to these and other Payne observations. They included private attorneys with a long-term pro bono practice, legal aid attorneys, courthouse staff helping pro se clients, and a district court judge.

We asked them for ideas on how pro bono attorneys could head off common pitfalls that can emerge when serving people from an impoverished background. They offered many concrete ideas, but three key themes emerged:

1. Getting to know your client and the client’s circumstances may take a little more diligence; 

2. Communicating effectively may require that you be more explicit in your speaking and listening; and,

3. Teaching your client how to succeed in the legal system probably will have dimensions that differ from teaching your paying clients.

GETTING TO KNOW YOU
Mark Vyvyan of Fredrikson & Byron pa in Minneapolis has handled pro bono housing cases for eight years. He takes it for granted that he can pick up his phone and call his paying clients, he said. Not so for his pro bono clients.

To illustrate the point, he recalled one particular client, a blind man, Marvin (not his real name), who asked for help with a landlord who had rented him a roach-infested apartment. Vyvyan wanted to see the place for himself. The client didn’t have a phone or, as it turned out, even a doorbell. The client said he had a first floor apartment and told Vyvyan to stand in the alley at 8:30 a.m., yell his name, and he would come and get him.

“So I’m in this alley, in not the greatest neighborhood, at 8:30 in the morning, yelling ‘Marvin, Marvin’ and of course he is not home. So I stand there for 15 minutes yelling his name like an idiot.”

Vyvyan and others who frequently work with generationally poor clients say pro bono attorneys must understand the barriers their clients face and ask direct questions to figure out a workable strategy for achieving success. Clients may not have reliable transportation, day care, an employer who allows time off for appointments, a phone, or in some cases, even a doorbell. To stay in touch and keep appointments, he and

others suggest asking questions like:  

· What is the best way for me to get a hold of you?

· Do you have your own car, use public transportation or rely on friends?

· Do you work? Does your company allow you time off for an appointment?

· Do you have children? Do you have day care?

· Are you ever in this area for other reasons?

Armando Vilchez, a senior clerk at the Hennepin County District Court Self-Help Center, has learned to ask such questions. He helps pro se clients complete legal paperwork, e.g., name changes, criminal expungements, and car title transfers. A number of the Self Help Center’s customers are those who can’t afford an attorney and aren’t knowledgeable about the legal system, he said.

“If I know more about their limitations or the situation they are going through, I am better able to make a connection and help them,” Vilchez said.

He recalls being perplexed with “Bill,” who needed a follow-up appointment to finish his paperwork. Vilchez knew from the conversation that Bill was unemployed, yet Bill wouldn’t commit to a specific date and time to come back. After Bill rejected a couple of his suggestions, Vilchez thought to himself, “You’re not employed, what’s wrong with 8:30 a.m.?”

Yet when he asked the direct question “Is there a problem with coming early,” he got the information that Bill was too embarrassed to volunteer on his own. Bill lived in a shelter across town, Vilchez said, and a morning time would conflict with his ability to get a free breakfast. Others might not be sure if they could come because they didn’t have bus money.  

With longer-term, more in-depth pro bono cases, getting to know the client’s circumstances can be particularly important.

Fred Ojile of Messinger & Ojile, PLLP, has a private family law practice and has handled pro bono divorces for clients from battered women’s shelters for years. These clients have a particularly good reason not to trust people who have authority over them, and that can affect the attorney-client relationship, he said. His first goal is to gain the client’s trust.

“I never write down anything when I first meet with a client,” he said. “I just sit there and let them talk to me for ten minutes, because just through that experience people get looser. If you’re not sitting there taking notes, they just open up more. People in general don’t like to sit across from somebody taking notes. It’s like you’re a cop or something.”

Melissa Froehle, an attorney with Central Minnesota Legal Services, works mostly with low-income, noncustodial fathers trying to get parenting time or custody. 

She recalled a case where her male client, 24, was trying to establish a relationship with the four-year-old girl he had just learned was his daughter. Child protection had become involved and Froehle’s client had been portrayed as the abuser. It turned out that the mom had a history of ongoing abuse/neglect with this child — which the client only learned about once the matter ended up in court. 

 
Like many fathers Froehle works with who have cases in the child protection system, this client was frustrated that the child had not been protected in the past by the system, and that he was now being blamed for the mother’s abuse. As they talked more, Froehle learned that he himself had been in the child protection system as a child and it had been a “rotten experience.” He had no faith that the system would protect his daughter. Understanding his background helped Froehle understand the extent of his concern, distrust and anger toward the authority figures in the case — and helped her advocate more effectively for her client. 

COMMUNICATING EFFECTIVELY
To communicate effectively with their pro bono clients, attorneys often need to use simpler language, double-check their assumptions, and provide extra explanations about the legal system.

For example, those we interviewed suggested that rather than just sending clients written material, attorneys should take the time to go over all materials verbally with their clients. Clients will let an attorney know when they are ready to pick up the pace.

Several interviewees also suggested avoiding legal jargon or complicated words, like “writ,” or “in lieu of.” 

McDonough observed that “There’s no real downside to explaining things at a more basic level, unless the person gets the impression that you think he’s a dope. But I haven’t felt that.”

When asked about stereotyping the poor, McDonough didn’t hesitate. “It’s okay to start with a stereotype if it leads you to do something positive. I mean, if you go in with the idea that people speak different languages based on class, so you’re explaining things in a little more detail, the worst that’s happening is that the person is getting it quicker! [But it may be that] you’re explaining it better to someone who’s not getting it quicker.”

Several of the eight interviewees observed that sometimes attorneys need to explain why they are asking certain questions. For example, Froehle said her clients get angry at what they think are irrelevant questions, especially about the past. It feeds into their experience of being constantly judged. 

Froehle tries to head off the frustration before it surfaces. “I do a lot of education and explanation up front on the child protection system. ‘This is how the system is set up. This is what the system is supposed to do. I can understand that you are angry about having to do X, Y and Z. But if you don’t do X, Y and Z, these are the results. Here’s where I can see it helping you.’” Others use visuals with clients to help explain the legal system clearly, including flowcharts.

It’s also easy to judge or jump to conclusions, and it’s worth taking the time to question your first impressions.  Froehle recalled again the client who was trying to get custody of his four-year-old daughter. Shortly into the case, Froehle saw that the child’s mother had given the child her client’s last name. “So I assumed — and I’m sure the social workers in the case would have — this kid has your last name, how could you not have been involved [in the past four years]? How could you not have cared?’” 

Knowing this perceived past indifference could be devastating to her client’s case, Froehle asked him about it. He said, “I had no idea she had my last name. I’d never heard her last name, never seen her last name in writing.” Recognizing that the client’s case could be harmed if others in the case shared her assumption, Froehle took time to clarify the situation with them.

Clients often have an unrealistic view of how fast the system works, and it takes patient explaining. Vilchez said he has had people come to him thinking they could complete the forms and get the judge to sign them the very same day. He first empathizes with their frustration, and then explains the paperwork process and timeline they have to follow.

But Vilchez often asks more questions to determine whether there’s any way to help in the meantime. Vilchez recalled one man who said his employer was going to fire him because of an old misdemeanor on his record. Vilchez could not speed the expungement petition process, but by listening to the man’s concerns, he came up with a partial solution. He wrote a letter to the man’s employer explaining that he had started the process which, while not binding, might convince the employer to keep the employee on the job pending the outcome of the expungement case

TEACHING YOUR CLIENT
Unless the client has legal experience, all attorneys need to teach their clients how to succeed in the legal system. Pro bono attorneys, however, need to start with the basics.

For example, pro bono attorneys often need to stress the importance of appointments and court dates. Froehle said some of her clients are overwhelmed with problems; they may be unemployed, face a driver’s license suspension, or be dealing with other low-level offenses. Often living from week to week, they are more used to reacting to events than planning ahead. In this context, an appointment with an attorney may not seem that important. So, at the outset, she tells her clients: “If you have an appointment with me and you are not going to make it, that’s OK. But you need to let me know.”

If she tells them that it is disrespectful of her time if they don’t call ahead, they get it, she said. “Most of us would take that for granted, but our clients don’t have a history of knowing those kinds of things.” 

Helping clients with important papers can be another point of service. Some provide manila envelopes for clients to keep all case-related papers. Others, like Vilchez, offer to keep important papers for them so they won’t get lost.

Teaching what’s relevant is also key. Vyvyan said some of his eviction clients have the attitude “I just want to go in there and tell the judge my story. I know he is going to see it my way.”

Vyvyan has to explain that, “‘No, on a legal level, the judge doesn’t care if you don’t have money to pay the rent because you lost your job or your drug-dealing boyfriend stole it, or whatever.’  You try to focus your client on the issues that will help in court.”

Helping clients keep emotions in check during the hearing can save a case from devastating results. While true for all clients at some level, McDonough tells his housing clients, “Going into court is not a venting experience, it is a persuading experience. If you want to vent you should do it with someone who is not going to get angry over it. So when you come to court, it is strictly a persuading-someone-to-do-you-a-favor experience.” 

What most experienced attorneys and judges use as cues to determine reliability may not translate well to their pro bono clients. Michele Garnett MacKenzie, an immigration attorney at Minnesota Advocates for Human Rights, notes that people who have survived abuse often do not display the emotions or the chronological memory of details that most attorneys or judges look for to evaluate credibility. Attorneys need to spend extra time preparing such clients in advance to make sure they are ready to testify in a way that the judge will perceive as credible. For example, Garnett MacKenzie notes that she often needs to encourage her clients to have eye contact with the judge.

CONCLUSION
All lawyers must strive to understand their client, communicate clearly and effectively, and help their client succeed in the legal system. Pro bono lawyers representing people in chronic poverty often will find that the concrete steps to achieving these goals play out in unfamiliar ways. Pro bono clients have grown up in a different world with different survival skills.  In order for the legal system to work effectively for these clients, pro bono lawyers need sensitivity, awareness, and extra diligence.  Successfully understanding and accommodating these differences results in higher quality services to the client and a greater level of satisfaction for the attorney for a job well-done. 
NOTES
1. This article talks about clients in generational poverty. Typically, that is defined as a person who comes from a family where two or more of the past generations have lived in a household whose annual income is at or below 125% of the federal poverty guideline. In 2005, 125% of the poverty level for a household of four is $24,188 per year.
The patterns of behavior described herein are selectively chosen and have exceptions. It is not the intent to stereotype, only to provide a framework of understanding poverty so that those individuals who may fit the overall pattern may be better understood and better served.
2. Much contained in this article is based upon the ideas and input of Ruby K. Payne, Ph.D. author of A Framework for Understanding Poverty. For more information on Ruby Payne and her work, see www.ahaprocess.com.
View from the Bench
“In family court, we work a lot with pro se litigants from generational poverty. One of the main things I’ve learned is not to expect most pro se persons from generational poverty to have good written materials or an accurate summary of the issues. Deadlines can’t be strictly enforced.

“I also watch very closely to make sure that they are always talking directly to me. I’ve found emotional discourse is common with some poor people, and I want to keep them focused on the issues by keeping them talking to me, not each other.

“I try to make my courtroom informal. If I think it will help in reaching a settlement, I invite them to my office rather than staying in the courtroom. I try to keep my language simple. 

“I allow plenty of time for hearings. I explain my rulings to them and what the order will say. And often I’ll give them my clerk’s phone number so if a problem comes up we can try to work it out over the phone. It doesn’t help to make them file paperwork that won’t be useful to me anyway. Sometimes, people start using that option too much, though, and I stop offering it as an alternative.

“In sum, the important accommodations I make are 1) to allow more time for the hearings; and 2) to expect to do more follow-up.”

— Hon. Bruce Peterson,

4th Judicial District 

Differences in Story Structure
Finding out “what happened” from a client in poverty can be frustrating to middle-class lawyers and judges who are used to chronological, plot-driven stories with a cause and effect. The story structure in generational poverty tends to be a more random, episodic, and entertaining replay that starts at the end and includes a number of brief episodes followed by listener participation. Events are included to the extent that they have emotional significance to the teller. 

If a pro bono attorney is having a difficult time understanding what happened to the client, one way to find out the whole story is to ask the client to tell the story several times. The first time, the attorney just listens. The second time, the attorney interrupts and takes notes. The third time, the attorney tells the story back to the client, asking the client to correct any inaccuracies. Often, the best information is gathered this third time. The teller is so intent on the attorney getting it correct that they will recount new (often important) parts of the story.

MARTHA DELANEY is currently VLN’s Assistant Executive Director.  

SCOTT RUSSELL is currently a freelance writer, focusing on issues involving the law, nonprofits, public education, and youth issues. Scott and Martha are married and live in Minneapolis.

Tips of the Month 

Every month, along with the Monthly Message email sent to all volunteers, VLN staff sends a Tip of the Month on issues common to people in poverty. Below are the titles of some recent Tips.

2009
April 2009 - Completing Bankruptcy Schedule 

March 2009 - Online Clinic Resources & Completing VLN Paperwork 

February 2009 - MN Property Tax Refund

January 2009 - Changes to interpreter Rules

2008 

December 2008 - Ten Tips for New Family Law Attorneys 

November 2008 - Changes to Law Affecting Tenants 

October 2008 - Criminal Expungement Tip 

September 2008 - Changes to Mortgage Foreclosure Legislation

August 2008 - Assisting in Collections Lawsuits

July 2008 - Understanding CHIPS Cases

June 2008 - CLE Credit for Pro Bono

May 2008 - Tenants' Rights in Foreclosures

April 2008 - Helping Landlords with Evictions

March 2008 - Debt Buyer Defense Cases 

February 2007 - Working With Interpreters 

January 2008 - Joint Marital Agreement and Decree 

For a full listing, please visit http://www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org/volunteer/news/tips 

Tip of the Month: Providing Quality Legal Advice (April 2007)
Many VLN clients are proceeding pro se, and have little or no legal experience. This presents specific challenges to attorneys wishing to provide tangible help in advice only or limited services settings.  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. 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.

Thank you so much for your time and help to those in poverty!

Tip of the Month: Best Practices – End of Representation Letters (July 2007)
It is best practice to send out closing letters at the end of your representation, including your pro bono cases!  Here are some sample letters to use in VLN cases to conclude your representation when: 1) the case has concluded and 2) when you are withdrawing from representation.  These letters can be modified to use in your private practice.  

Please note that Comment 4 to Rule 1.3 (MRPC) provides that, “Doubt about whether a client-lawyer relationship still exits should be clarified by the lawyer, preferably in writing, so that the client will not mistakenly suppose the lawyer is looking after the client’s affairs when the lawyer has ceased to do so”

Just as with paying clients, Rule 1.16 (Declining or Terminating Representation) requires you to withdraw if the representation in your pro bono case will result in violation of the MRPC or other law. It also permits you to withdraw in other situations (1.16 (a and b)), addresses the timing of the withdrawal (1.16 (d)), the need for court permission to withdraw (1.16 (c)), and the requirements for returning client files (1.16(d-g)). 

The full version of the Minnesota Rules of Professional Conduct may be found at http://www.courts.state.mn.us/ruledocs/professionalConduct/MRPC.DOC.

SAMPLE LETTERS below.
SAMPLE LETTER 1

Termination of Representation

Case Concluded

Date

Client Name

Address

City, State, Zip

Re:  Termination of Representation

File No:_____________________

Dear [insert client name]

I am writing you today to inform you that my representation of you in connection with your [insert matter type] is now concluded.  I have completed my legal work on your case and I am closing your file.

Enclosed are the documents from your file which are being returned to you.  I suggest that you keep these legal documents and other important paperwork from your case in a safe place such as a fireproof box where you can easily find them.  Unless I hear from you to the contrary in writing, the file on this matter will destroyed based on the firm’s regular schedule.

There is some follow-up required in this matter, specifically _____________________ (e.g. changing beneficiaries on life insurance policies, changing your name with social security, your banks and on your driver’s license etc., recording the quit claim deed with the county recorder’s office etc.).  My firm will not be doing those tasks, and you will need to take the further action as appropriate.  You may call me if you still have questions in this regard.

It has been my pleasure to represent you; however I will not be working on your case any longer.  If you still need further legal assistance, please call Volunteer Lawyers Network again at 612.752.6677.  They will re-interview you to see if you are eligible for additional pro bono assistance.  Thank you.

Sincerely,

[Attorney Signature}

Attorney Name

Enclosures: 

SAMPLE LETTER 2

Termination of Representation (prior to case closing)

Date

Client Name

Address

City, State, Zip

Re:  Termination of Representation

Dear Client,

Client election to terminate:

This letter confirms that in accordance with your instructions, I will no longer be representing you in connection with your [insert matter type].  We will have no further attorney-client relationship.

Uncooperative/difficult client:

This is to inform you that per the terms of the Volunteer Lawyers Network representation agreement, I have decided to terminate my representation of you in connection with your [insert matter type].  Unfortunately, the difficulty we have experienced in (communicating with each other; keeping me notified of your contact information; agreeing upon an appropriate course of action; pursuing a claim against my advice or other) have led me to conclude that I can no longer provide you with effective representation and as such I must withdraw as your attorney.

To the extent you need an attorney’s services; I encourage you to retain new counsel.  I will assist in the transition of any matters or files to you or your new attorney.  In the absence of any request, your file will be retained in accordance with firm policy.

You should be aware of the following important dates (list known statute of limitations, filing dates or other deadlines, court dates etc.).  

I regret the circumstances which have necessitated this action, but wish you luck in the future.  If you have additional questions, please call Volunteer Lawyers Network at 612.752.6677.  

Sincerely,

Attorney signature
Helpful Phone Numbers

First Call For Help (all social services referrals)
“211” or 651-290-0211

Lawyer Referral & Information Service (no income restrictions, some fees apply)
612-752-6666

Minnesota Attorney General’s Office
  651-296-3353

Hennepin County Bar Association
612-752-6600

Hennepin County Court Numbers (Directory)
612-348-3000

Bankruptcy Court
612-664-5200

Civil Filing
612-348-3164

Conciliation Court
612-348-2713

Conciliation Court Filing
612-348-9905

Conciliation Court Resource Room
612-348-0330

District Court of Appeals
651-297-1000

Family court
612-348-6734

Housing Court/UD
612-348-5185

Juvenile Court
612-348-4822

Probate Court
612-348-3244


Public Defender
612-348-7530


Self Help Center
612-348-9399 and 612-596-8812


Self Help Center (Family Law)
612-596-8519

Hennepin County Bar Association Ethics and Fee Arbitration
612-752-6600

Lawyers Professional Responsibility Board
651-296-3952

Legal Aid Society – Hennepin County (Client line)
612-334-5970

Legal Aid Society of Minneapolis (Staff Only)
612-332-1441

Minneapolis Civilian Review Board
612-330-3800

Minnesota Relay Service
1-800-627-3529

Minnesota State Bar Association
612-333-1183

VILLAGE Financial Resource Center
1-800-450-4019

Volunteer Lawyers Network Intake Lines
612-752-66677

Volunteer Lawyers Network Administrative Line
612-752-6655

See VLN Website for more referral information: http://www.volunteerlawyersnetwork.org/volunteer/full/general 

Forms



VLN Client Intake Sheet and Explanation

(See next pages.)

[image: image3.jpg]Wednesday, February 02, 2005
Office: 1 ||Lawyer's Office

Advocate: L 9 ]Heidi Huber } Case Type: ‘ P ‘ Email:‘ ‘

Case Number: 04E-1050872 Master Case #: ‘ ) Date Opened: 3/31/2004
Cocounsel: | 5 tKim Siefkes ‘ Intake Wrk: [:j

Kathleen || J | Ext: [ ] ssN: | \
| S|

Volunteer Lawyers Network, Ltd.

Client Name: ]Cole 77 t ,

Spouse's Name: ‘

]

Address: (8120 East Point Douglas Road S #201 |  Protected Address: ] City: [Cottage Grove |
State: | MN_ | zIP: | 55016 Phone: | 651 |/459-7785 | Client lacks a phone?: [
County: \Washington | Phone Reference: ( \

Language: @(}J Interpreter: L] Speak Eng.: E Gender: E] RACE: Birth Date: 3/3/1963 | Age:
Income Source: D ’Disabi"ty ‘ Total Monthly Income: 1475 Marital Status: E

Problem Code: 1 ‘Bankruptcy/Debtor Relief ‘ unit: | 0] Children: Adults:
Nat.Index Code: | 0 | Unique Client: | |

Special Pcode: 14 ’BAP ’
Funding: 1 LSC ‘ Percent : E Funding 2: |j Percent 2: E

Date Closed: 1/27/2005 Reason Closed: Il Reason Rejected: I:I
Case Hours: 2 Main Benefit: E Clinic Number: D Living Arrangement:

Intake Type: m ‘|nhouse E Class Action: [ | Priority: E Previous Times:

Good Story: L] Packet: O] Handicapped: L] Major: (] Contested: [ Reviewed: [ Followup: L]

Atty. Fees Amount: \:} Expenses Amount: Persons Helped: E File Destroy Date#

Unduplicated Service: Group: [ ] oOutcome: Learned about legal services |:l
Recovery: $0.00 Recovery Month: $0.00 Avoided: $0.00 Avoided Month: ($0.00
Spcode 1: \Lawyer"s Office ‘ Spcode 2: ‘ [ Spcode 3: ‘ ‘

Citizenship Verified: Status: STATUS CODES: A-Citizen B-Eligible Alien C-Other (See Notes)

Memo Changed: | 1/27/2005 ‘ Domestic Violence: || LSC Eligible: UJ Impact Case: L]

P | 1 [04E-1050872[Cole [Kathleen ] \ | | | I

PBI Referral Date: Compensated?: L] Lawyer1: PBI Hours 1:

Appointment: {:} Time: :| Lawyer2: @ PBI Hours 2:

Tickle Letter: [ ThankyouSent: [ Lawyer3: [ | PBlHours3:
Primary Lawyer:

262043  George Singer Last Case:  1/25/2005 Ongoing: No Onpanel: Yes
612  371-2493 4200 IDS Center, 80 S. 8th St Hennepin  Minneapolis  5-5402

1/27/2005 - Staff #9 - Received retainer, closing and order. Adversary was dismissed with a stipulation, Closing. HMH

3/31/2004 - Staff #5 - Clt owes a 1999 Saturn worth about $6000. Clt received BAP paperwork and is calling to see if she can get some
help. Clt's bankruptcy # is 03-38456 and clt claims there is no adversary #. Clt is being sued by her spouse for $21,000. Apparently clt
and spouse took a 3rd mortgage out on their home through Household Financial for $21,000 and spouse is saying it to pay off clt's
gambling debt. Clt denies this and said the mortgage was taken out for joint credit card bills to furnish the house and other joint debts an
that $3000 was clt's gambling debt but that was it. Spouse's atty is James Whelpley. There is no court date scheduled as of now. Clt ha
Curtis Walker as a bankruptcy atty and he referred clt to us. Giving to Heidi. KMS




 

VLN uses Kemps Case Works, a database for legal services providers.  Because Kemps was created for use with staff attorney programs, VLN has customized its usage for use with our pro bono volunteer-based program.

Below is an alphabetical key to understanding some of the fields that appear on the client intake sheet (see reverse for sample intake sheet).

	1- Advocate
	The advocate is the VLN case placement staff person whom the volunteer attorney should contact if s/he has questions about the case.

	2- CoCounsel
	The VLN staff person who did the original intake on the client when the client first contacted VLN. This person may or may not be the same as the Advocate

	3- Income Source
	Indicates source of client’s income; this information is gathered as part of the financial eligibility screening during intake.

A = Alimony; C = Worker’s Comp; D = Disability; E = Employment; G = General Assistance; I = SSI; J = Child Support; O = Other or Unknown; P = Pension; S = Social Security; T = Trust, Dividends, Interest; U = Unemployment; V = Veterans’ Benefits; W = Welfare; X = No Income.

	4- Total Monthly Income
	This information is taken during the intake/screening for financial eligibility

	5- Race 
	A = Asian-Pacific Islander; B = Black; H = Hispanic; N = Native American; O = Other/Unknown; W = White

	6- Marital Statues
	S = Single; M = Married; D = Divorced; P = Separated; W = Widowed

	7- PCode
	Refers to the Problem Code, a set of Kemps’ number codes (with corresponding descriptor) that indicate the nature of the legal issue.

	8- Special PCode
	.A code that gives further information about the nature of the problem.

	9- Living Situation
	A = Apartment; B = Rented Home; C = Condo; D = Treatment Center; F = Half-Way House; H = Own Home; J = Jail; M = Mental Institution; N = Nursing Home; P = Prison; R = Rented Room; S = Single Room Occupant; T = Mobile Home; U = Unknown; X = Relatives; Y = Shelter; Z = Homeless.

	10- Citizenship
	A = Citizen; B = Eligible Alien; C = Undocumented Alien

	11-PBI Section
	Gives the name and contact information for the primary volunteer attorney for the case.

	12 - Notes
	This section contains notes, made by VLN intake/case placement staff, pertaining to the case.
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� 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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