Submitted on: 28.06.2018

Florida A&M University College of Law – The Special Access to Justice Mission of an
HBCU

Yolanda Patrice Jones
Florida A & M University College of Law
Orlando, FL, United States
Email: Yolanda.jones@famu.edu

Copyright © 2018 by Yolanda Patrice Jones. This work is made available under the
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License:
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0

Abstract:
Library mediation is critical to access to justice, or access to legal information for those who
cannot afford an attorney. This paper considers one example of how one US law library
provides access to justice services to the public as part of this vital service mission, the Florida
A&M University College of Law Library, located in Orlando, Florida.
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Library mediation is critical to access to justice, or access to legal information for those who
cannot afford an attorney. 1 Some have urged law libraries to undergo a transformation into a
new type of library which accepts access to justice as a core feature of the library mission.2
However, while Access to Justice (A2J) services are provided by many law libraries, they can
be seen by law library managers as a costly, unfunded mandate. One way of approaching the
issue is to consider library access to justice services as a continuum within the broader range
of legal services.3 Within this continuum, librarians can select access to justice services
consistent with their mission, budget, and general library resources.
One example of how a US law library provides access to justice services is the Florida A&M
University College of Law Library 4 (hereinafter FAMU Law Library), located in Orlando,
Florida. Florida A&M University5 is a Land Grant institution6 which is a member of a network
of HBCUs (Historically Black Colleges and Universities).7 As an HBCU, the FAMU College
of Law has a special mission with respect to members of underserved communities.8 Access to
Justice is included as part of the FAMU Law Library mission. While the primary mission of
the FAMU Law Library is to support the teaching, learning, research, and service to the
community conducted at the College of Law, another important mission of the Law Library is
to promote access to justice by providing access to collections and services for the local legal
community and for the general public.
About 50% of FAMU’s reference desk traffic comes from members of the public and local
attorneys. Members of the public who are representing themselves in the court system (known
as Self-Represented Litigants or SRLs) have common questions such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Can I get you to send me copies of these forms? (usually probate, family law, property law, or
bankruptcy)
Can you help me get a copy of these (Florida cases or statutes?)
Can you help me get the phone number for legal aid?
Do you have the rules for small claims court? Can you help me find case law on Social
Security?
Where are these sources? ( such Florida Jurisprudence and American Jurisprudence)9
Do you have information on ( ________ court procedural issue), and
Can you help me find out about this case?

In many instances, the law library is not the patron’s first stop. They may have been referred
to us by a court or other entity which has provided them with some general information about
what they need to find. Or, they may have previously searched for legal information on the
web. The FAMU Law Library is the official law library for Orange County, Florida, which
includes the City of Orlando. The FAMU Law Library receives funding from Orange County
to provide access to legal information resources for members of the public such as public access
legal databases. General academic library database access is provided by our main campus
library. Anyone who comes into the law library can use our public access computer terminals.
The law library has engaged in community outreach. Law Librarians partnered with students
who worked at the library circulation desk and who had contacts in the local community.
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Outreach to the community has included a library sponsored program for victims of domestic
violence, a field trip to the Law Library by local school children, and a program on Florida
wills and probate law by a member of the law faculty. In addition, there has been outreach to
the Orange County Public Library, where the public library invited the law librarians for a tour
of their facilities and a law librarian did a session for the public librarians on the legal resources
available at the law library.
Online access to legal information varies from state to state. Online legal forms can be found
at state “Law Help” websites. 10 These include interactive forms which compile completed
documents to be filed at the courthouse based upon answers to questions posed to the user.11
The Florida Commission on Access to Civil Justice12 has made Florida legal forms available
online for members of the public.13 Self-help centers are also being implemented such as the
Orange County Clerk’s Legal Self-Help Center in Orlando.14 In addition to directly supporting
the public, academic law libraries can support access to justice by supporting the lawyers and
law students who will go on to serve their communities. Many FAMU alumni have returned to
the law library to use the public access databases as they are beginning their legal careers.
The FAMU Law Library does not provide the most wide-ranging access to justice services.
Nor does it provide the most basic. If I were to characterize our library in terms of levels I
would say that we are a mid-level (level two out of three) library access to justice (LIBA2J)
service provider. Not every library has to provide advanced services, such as helping patrons
to fill out legal forms, as opposed to providing access to forms. A continuum perspective can
help librarians to think back to services that they have provided in the past and consider how
they may want to build upon those services in the future.
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