Internet-Based Legal Research for the
New Legal Services Attorney

By Michelle Nicolet

Imagine being able to access at the touch
of a button the legal expertise of thou-
sands of like-minded poor people’s advo-
cates. This is the power and the promise
of the Internet. Numerous Web-based
resources await new legal services attor-
neys seeking information, ideas, and sup-
port from their colleagues. Moreover, by
sharing their own expertise, new advo-
cates can leverage the power of the
Internet to facilitate information sharing
in the legal services community, thereby
furthering our common mission to achieve
equal justice for all.!

The National Center on Poverty
Law as a Clearinghouse for
Substantive Legal Information

Since 1967, the National Center on Pov-
erty Law has facilitated the exchange of
substantive legal information in the legal
services community. The Center has the
largest and most comprehensive library
of pleadings and case documents in
poverty law cases in the nation. Over

500,000 documents in over 54,000 cases
filed since 1967 are available through its
Poverty Law Library. These include many
historically significant cases, such as

m  Goldberg v. Kelly,?
m  Shapiro v. Thompson,? and
m  Mathews v. Eldridge.*

The Center collects pleadings in cases
concerning civil rights, consumer issues,
disability, education, employment and
unemployment compensation, family law,
food programs, health and mental health,
housing, immigration, social security, and
welfare. Pleadings and decisions are avail-
able from the Poverty Law Library in
paper and electronic format.

The Center’s bimonthly journal, CLEAR-
INGHOUSE REVIEW, is the premier national
periodical on poverty law issues. Each
issue of the REviEw features in-depth ana-
lytical articles, written by experts in their
fields, on topics of interest to poor peo-
ple’s and public interest lawyers. The

I Claire Parins & Michelle Nicolet, Information Management for the 21st Century: Do
Computer Screens Really Reflect Up? 33 CLEARINGHOUSE REv. 3 (May—June 1999).

2 Goldberg v. Kelly, 397 U.S. 254 (1970) (Clearinghouse No. 1,799) (holding that proce-
dural due process is applicable to the termination of welfare benefits).

3 Shapiro v. Thompson, 394 U.S. 618 (1969) (Clearinghouse No. 238) (invalidating a state
residency requirement that denied welfare benefits to individuals who had not lived in

the state for at least one year).

4 Mathews v. Eldridge, 424 U.S. 254 (1970) (Clearinghouse No. 11,466) (requiring the
Social Security Administration to provide a disability benefits recipient with a pretermi-

nation evidentiary hearing).
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ReviEw also features abstracts of recent
cases being litigated by legal services and
other advocates nationwide. Once a year
the Center publishes a REVIEW special issue
devoted to a single topic, covering an
emerging area of interest in legal services
advocacy. Recent special issues have dealt
with privatization of health care, subsi-
dized housing, and social services; advo-
cacy strategies for helping low-income
workers; and the future of poverty law.

REVIEwW readers are encouraged to
offer input on article topics. The editors
convene a quarterly telephone conference
with selected readers to explore article
ideas for future publication. Readers are
also encouraged to submit pleadings in
cases of interest to the Poverty Law
Library. All case submissions are cata-
loged, added to the online collection of
documents, and reviewed by the editors
for possible publication in the case reports
feature of the REVIEW.

A Gateway to Substantive
Poverty Law Resources

The Center’s Web site, www.poverty-
law.org, is a legal services advocate’s best
online source for substantive legal infor-
mation. The site features access to the
Poverty Law Library, access to recent
ReviEw articles, Poverty Law News, and
links to other sites of interest.

Poverty Law Library. The Center’s
Web site has summaries of over 3,400
cases filed or decided since 1996. These
include all cases reported in the ReviIEW
in the past five years as well as many
cases available exclusively through the
site. Documents in these cases are avail-
able in both paper and electronic (rich
text and portable document) format. Over
5,800 case documents are available for
immediate download through the site.

Cases are categorized according to
the National Subject Matter Index devel-
oped by the Legal Services Extensible
Markup Language Group. The index is a
core vocabulary for indexing documents.
The goal is to enable users to search
across multiple legal services Web sites
from one place for relevant documents
located at the various sites.> For an exam-
ple of a cross-site search engine, see
“Search All Legal Services Web Sites” at
the bottom of the main search page on
the Center’s site.0

There are several ways to find rele-
vant case law in the Center’s online
library. Users can browse the case library
by subject heading and subheading in
topical areas of interest.” Cases are dis-
played within each topical area in reverse
chronological order. Users can browse
the ten most recently added cases to the
library.® Recently added cases are featured
on the right-hand column of the Center’s
home page and the main Poverty Law
Library page.”

Keyword searches of the case library
are available.!0 Cases are searchable by
Clearinghouse number, case or party
name, keywords, citation, attorney name,
indexing term, or any combination of
them. To begin a search, click on the
“Search” button in the main navigation bar
at the top of each page. Scroll down to
“Advanced Search,” and select the docu-
ment type “Cases.”For example, a user
seeking Westside Mothers v. Haveman, a
Medicaid case, can type “Westside” in the
case-name field and “Medicaid” in the key-
word field to find the case.'! If more than
one case in the library matches the user’s
query, the search-results page displays the
headline, case name, and citation of each
relevant case. Clicking on the headline of
any case takes the user to that case abstract.

5> Hugh Calkins, Gwendelyn A. Daniels & Richard Zorza, Can Technology Transform Legal
Services from a 100-Pound Weakling into a Comprebensive and Integrated 3,000-
Attorney Force for the Poor? 35 CLEARINGHOUSE Rev. 731 (Mar.—Apr. 2002).

6 See www.povertylaw.org/search/search/index.cfm.

7 See www.povertylaw.org/legalresearch/cases/cases.cfm.

8 See www.povertylaw.org/legalresearch/cases/recent.cfm.

9 See www.povertylaw.org/legalresearch/legalresearch.cfm.

10 See www.povertylaw.org/search/search/index.cfm.
H\estside Mothers v. Haveman, No. 01-1494 (6th Cir. May 15, 2002) (Clearinghouse No.

52,678).
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The case abstract contains a short sum-
mary of the most recent developments in
the case and links to all of the documents
in the library for that case. For example, the
case file for Reese v. Miami-Dade County
includes the complaint, the motion to cer-
tify the class, and several memoranda, a
sum total of eight documents.!? The
Center’s Web site subscribers may down-
load any or all of these documents. To
download documents, users need only
click on the Clearinghouse number and
letter of the document desired. The user
is then required to sign in with one’s
unique username and password. After suc-
cessfully logging in, the user clicks to return
to the case abstract and clicks the Clearing-
house number of the desired document a
second time. Depending on the user’s
browser setup, the document is either
downloaded to the user’s computer or dis-
played directly within the browser.

Documents in the Poverty Law Library
are available in two different formats: rich
text format (RTF) and portable document
format (PDF). The RTF is a standard for-
mat that can be imported into any word
processor. The user can edit documents
downloaded in RTF. The PDF is a stan-
dard created by Adobe Systems Inc. to
facilitate the exchange of properly for-
matted text over the Web. In order to dis-
play PDF files, the user must first down-
load and install free Adobe Acrobat
software, available at Adobe’s Web site.!3
PDF files available through the Poverty
Law Library can be viewed and printed
but cannot be edited.

Users can track cases of particular
interest by asking to receive e-mail noti-
fication when the case is updated. In the
right-hand column of every case abstract
Web page, a sidebar entitled “Notify Me
When This Case Is Updated!” appears.
The user simply follows the instructions
within the sidebar; alerts on newly post-
ed documents in that case will be sent to
the user’s e-mail address.

Users can choose to receive e-mail
notification of all case abstracts added to
the library within the users’ practice areas.
E-mail notification of newly added cases
is sent to registered users each month. 4

CLEARINGHOUSE REVIEW Articles. The
Center Web site includes the full text of all
Review articles published since 1990.
Articles published during the last two years
are available only to REVIEW subscribers.
Articles published before then are avail-
able to Web site subscribers. Users can
find articles of interest by browsing by
topical area. Articles are displayed in re-
verse chronological order. Users can also
browse by date of publication.

Searching for relevant articles is easy.
Simply go to the main search page, select
“Clearinghouse articles” from the list of
searchable databases, enter keywords or a
query, and click “Begin Search.”!> Search
results are displayed in rank order (e.g., by
relevance) and include the article title and
a summary. Click on the article title to go
to the table of contents for the REVIEW issue
in which the article was published.

Articles can be downloaded just like
case documents. Articles are posted in
RTF and PDF. Once logged in, the user
may download multiple documents (arti-
cles or case documents) in one session;
the user is not required to reenter one’s
username and password.

Poverty Law News. The Poverty Law
News feature of the Center’s Web site has
links to recent reports, briefs, and issue
papers of interest to legal services advo-
cates. Updated weekly, Poverty Law News
is on the lower right-hand column of the
Center Web site home page.

News items are listed under topical
headings with short summaries. Clicking
on the news item headline takes the user
directly to the item. Most news items link
to information available off the Center
Web site.

Users can browse through the last
week’s collection of news items by simply

12 Reese v. Miami-Dade County, No. 01-3766 (S.D. Fla. filed Mar. 4, 2002) (Clearinghouse
No. 54,529); see www.povertylaw.org/legalresearch/cases/abstract.cfm?id=54529.
13 See www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/readstep.html.

14 More information on personalization options appears in section ILE. below.

15 See www.povertylaw.org/search/search/index.cfm.
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clicking on the Poverty Law News button
on the main navigation menu. !0 Archives
of news in specific topical areas are also
available. News items are archived for
ninety days.

The “More News” section of Poverty
Law News features news clippings from
the social policy news feed of Moreover,
an online news clipping service. “More
News” also features links to several other
law— and legal services—oriented news
sources, including the Brennan Center for
Justice, probono.net, and law.com.

Users are encouraged to add news
items to Poverty Law News. To do so, the
user simply clicks on the “Submit News”
button on the Poverty Law News naviga-
tion menu and fills out the form.!” Center
editors review all news submissions.

The user may choose to receive a
weekly e-mail version of Poverty Law
News, with either all news items reported
during the week or just those in the user’s
selected practice areas. The e-mail con-
sists of the full summaries of all relevant
Poverty Law News items for the week and
links to the underlying items. To sign up,
the user fills out the personalization form
described below in section IILE.!8

Research Links. The “Research Links”
section of the Center’s Web site is intend-
ed as a gateway to the best of the Web
for legal services advocates.!? Over a
thousand links, arranged by subject area,
are featured in “Research Links.” They
are links to national support centers, state
support centers, local legal services pro-
grams, other advocacy organizations,
state and federal courts, and state agen-
cies and federal agencies.

Users are invited to add links to their
own organizations’ Web sites, or sites they
find particularly useful, by clicking on the
“Add a Link” button in the right-hand side-

bar on the main “Research Links” page.’
Center editors review all links submitted.

Personalizing the Center’s Web Site.
One of the most powerful features of the
Center’s Web site is personalization. By sim-
ply filling out a form, individual users can
change the way information is displayed
to them on the site to target their jurisdic-
tion and the subject areas of most interest.

To personalize the Web site, click on
the “Personalize” button on the Poverty
Law Library navigation menu.?! Choose
up to five subject area preferences; these
preferences control how Poverty Law
News and recent case reports are dis-
played on your computer. For example,
a user who selects “welfare” as a subject
area preference will see the most recent
welfare case reports in the “What’s New
in the Library?” box on the Center’s home
page, as well as the most recent welfare-
related news items in the Poverty Law
News box on the home page. Select a
state to personalize the “Research Links.”
For example, a user who selects “Illinois”
will see Illinois-specific links in the right-
hand margin of each of the “Research
Links” Web pages.

Using the same form, users can
choose to receive the weekly Poverty Law
News or the monthly Case Updates via e-
mail. Case Updates is sent in the user’s
preferred subject areas of interest. Users
may opt to receive the full text of Poverty
Law News or news items only in the sub-
ject areas of interest.

Other Web Sites

Several other sites on the Internet offer
substantive legal materials of interest to
legal services advocates. A brief review
follows.?2

National Sites Featuring Substantive
Materials. Several national support centers

16 See www.povertylaw.org/pln/pln.cfm.

17 See www.povertylaw.org/pln/submitnews.cfm.

18 See www.povertylaw.org/legalresearch/personalize.cfm.

19 See www.povertylaw.org/legalresearch/links/links.cfm.
20 See www.povertylaw.org/legalresearch/links/addalink_form.cfm.

21 See www.povertylaw.org/legalresearch/personalize.cfm.

22 All of the following sites can be found through the “Research Links” at the Center’'s Web
site, www.povertylaw.org/legalresearch/links/links.cfm.
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maintain sites of varying size and depth.
The Bazelon Center for Mental Health

chiatric advance directives. The National

Law’s Web site is an excellent source for
resources on mental health policy and
law.%3 Covered topics include Americans
with Disabilities Act issues, aging issues,
fair housing, mental health care, and psy-

Health Law Program (Help) maintains
another health-related site.2* There advo-
cates can find links to publications, analy-
ses, Federal Register highlights, and leg-
islative alerts on numerous health-related
topics. Of particular interest, Help’s

23 See www.bazelon.org.
24 See www.healthlaw.org.
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Waiver Watch section tracks state initia-
tives to obtain waiver of federal require-
ments of Medicaid and those of the State
Children’s Health Insurance Program.

The National Employment Law
Project (NELP) Web site includes infor-
mation and resources from the program’s
immigrant worker, nonstandard worker,
unemployment insurance safety net, wel-
fare and low-wage worker, and work and
family projects.?> NELP sponsors, among
others, several e-mail discussion groups
on these topics.

The Food Research and Action Center
(FRAC) Web site features current news
and analyses, background information on
federal food programs and hunger in the
United States, and several publications on
food security issues.20 FRAC offers a
weekly e-mail news digest of news clip-
pings from around the country as well as
the latest news from the organization.

The National Housing Law Project
(NHLP) offers several packets of informa-
tion on housing policy and advocacy
through its Web site.?” Recent packets
addressed tenant participation in public
housing, Section 8 home ownership, and
preservation of federally assisted housing.
NHLP sponsors the Housing Justice
Network—a unique organization of hous-
ing advocates and clients focused on issues
relating to public and subsidized housing,
Section 8 assistance, single-family housing
foreclosures, fair housing, the community
development block grant and HOME
(Home Investment Partnership) programs,
the housing programs of the Rural Housing
Service, and the federal budget. Members
of the Housing Justice Network may par-
ticipate in an online discussion area; reg-
istration is available at NHLP’s Web site.

Numerous sites offer useful resources
on welfare topics, ranging from research

on the effects of welfare reform to recent
litigation to reports on and analyses of
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) reauthorization developments.28
For example, the Welfare Law Center
(WLC) Web site includes information on
child care and welfare, disability and wel-
fare, food stamp access, Medicaid access,
and other resources.?? WLC regularly
posts case developments and dockets of
welfare litigation, as well as articles from
its quarterly publication, Welfare News.
WLC’s Low-Income Networking and
Communications (LINC) project enables
low-income grass-roots groups to use
technology strategically to advance cam-
paigns on economic security issues and to
build their members’ leadership and com-
puter technology skills.30

The Center for Law and Social Policy
(CLASP) maintains another welfare-ori-
ented site. Frequently updated, CLASP’s
Web site features many useful publica-
tions, links, and the full text of the month-
ly publication CLASP Update. CLASP is a
cosponsor of the State Policy Documenta-
tion Project Web site, which tracks poli-
cy choices on TANF cash assistance pro-
grams and Medicaid in the states.3!

The Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities (CBPP) conducts research and
analysis on a range of government poli-
cies and programs, with an emphasis on
those affecting low- and moderate-
income people. CBPP’s Web site offers a
wealth of publications and analyses on
such topics as federal budget priorities,
federal tax policies, federal welfare poli-
cies, state welfare and TANF issues,
health policies, state fiscal policies,
earned income tax credit policies, and
poverty income trends.3?

Moving Ideas is the online magazine
of the Policy Action Network (formerly

25 See www.nelp.org.
26 see www.frac.org.
27 See www.nhlp.org.

28 Michelle Nicolet, Welfare Reform Resources on the Internet: An Update, 31 CLEARINGHOUSE

ReV. 555 (Jan.—Feb. 1998).
29 See www.welfarelaw.org.
30 See www lincproject.org.
31 See www.spdp.org.

32 See www.chpp.org.
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the Electronic Policy Network).33 Moving
Ideas posts links to analyses and resources
available from several leading progressive
research and advocacy organizations,
including the Annie E. Casey Foundation,
Brookings Institution, Children’s Defense
Fund, Economic Policy Institute, Institute
for Women’s Policy Research, Joint Center
for Poverty Research, and National Center
for Children in Poverty. Moving Ideas
offers a weekly roundup of policy news
releases via e-mail.

Families USA, the “voice for health
care consumers,” maintains a large and
frequently updated Web site.3* News and
analysis are available on several health-
related topics, including children’s health,
managed care, Medicaid, Medicare, pre-
scription drugs, the uninsured, and com-
munities of color.

The Urban Institute, a nonpartisan
economic and social policy research orga-
nization, offers numerous research papers
through its Web site.3> Of particular inter-
est is the institute’s “Assessing the New
Federalism” research project, which pub-
lishes analyses of the devolution of
responsibility for social programs from
the federal government to the states; the
project focuses on health care, income
security, job training, and social services.
The project has a database of state-specific
data on income security, health, child
well-being, demographics, fiscal and polit-
ical conditions, and social services.

Statewide Web Sites. Several legal
services programs are or have begun
developing Web sites designed to deliv-
er news and substantive information to
legal services advocates in particular
states. In 2001, through its Technology
Initiatives Grants (TIGs), the Legal Services
Corporation funded twenty-nine states to
develop statewide Web sites. Each state-
wide Web site funded in part with TIG
monies will use, among other purposes,
the Legal Services Extensible Markup

Language Group’s National Subject Matter
Index, facilitating cross-site searching for
relevant documents. Other states are
developing statewide Web sites without
TIG monies.

For example, Pine Tree Legal As-
sistance in Maine has developed the
HelpMeLaw site.30 HelpMeLaw includes
news clippings from Maine news sources,
links to helpful organizations, a directory
of Maine courts (including interactive
court forms), and a legal library. Although
primarily oriented toward clients’ needs,
the HelpMeLaw site contains resources of
interest to advocates as well. Through the
HelpMeLaw site, Maine advocates have
access to an advocate resource library of
pleadings, memos, and other documents.

Statewide Web sites to support legal
services have been developed in other
states, including Ohio, Minnesota, Mich-
igan, and Illinois. The Ohio State Legal
Services Association Web site has a
library, a directory of legal services pro-
viders in the state, an events calendar,
and a collection links to several statewide
resources.3’ The site’s domestic violence
resource center is where advocates or
clients can prepare and generate forms
for civil protection and can send for other
court documents online.

Minnesota’s statewide Web site, host-
ed by the Minnesota State Bar Association
at probono.net, features news, a calen-
dar of events, a message board, and a
library.3® The library contains a volunteer
attorney desk manual, housing law mate-
rials developed by the Legal Aid Society
of Minneapolis, and family law materials
developed by Central Minnesota Legal
Services.

The Michigan Poverty Law Program
has developed an extensive Web site to
support legal aid programs in Michigan.
The site has information on statewide task
forces, a calendar of upcoming training
events, issue alerts, and a brief bank.

35 See www.movingideas.org.
34 See www.familiesusa.org.
35 See www.urban.org.

36 see www.helpmelaw.org. See also Calkins et al., supra note 5.

37 See www.oslsa.org.
38 See www.probono.net/mn.
39 See www.mlap.org.

POVERTY LAW MANUAL FOR THE NEW LAWYER

Internet-Based Legal Research

11



Internet-Based Legal Research

12

The Hlinois Technology Center for Law
and the Public Interest has developed a
Web site to train, support, and educate
legal aid providers, pro bono attorneys,
and the public.*0 The site has a legal aid
directory, community calendar, discussion
groups, legal news, and practice materials
relevant to family and juvenile law, hous-
ing law, and public benefits law.

Sites Supporting Technology in Legal
Services. Technology offers great oppor-
tunity for legal services advocates to lever-
age their work and serve poor people bet-
ter.*! Several Web sites offer information
on how to develop technology to serve
legal services advocates’ and programs’
needs.

The Legal Services Technology Net-
work (LSTechNet) Web site collects infor-
mation on hardware and software, Web
site development and design, case man-
agement systems, computer-assisted legal
research, technology training, and tech-
nology planning, management, and fund-
ing.42 LSTechie, a quarterly journal, is
available through the site.

The National Technology Assistance
Project (NTAP) provides technology and
management assistance to legal services
programs, particularly TIG recipients,
who are implementing technology initia-
tives benefiting clients.*> NTAP has a con-
sortium of technology and management
experts who can provide one-on-one
consultation, training sessions to pro-
grams or groups, written materials, and
on-site assistance.

The Equal Justice Network’s Web site
includes several articles on technology
planning, Web site innovation, and infor-

mation management in the legal services
Co1rn1rnur1ity.44

Sharing

For many years, members of the legal
services community have been sharing
their work with colleagues through brief
banks, publications, and newsletters.
Now much of that information sharing
(of the wealth of resources available to
the new legal services advocate seeking
information and expertise) is occurring
on the Web.

But information sharing is a two-way
street. New legal services advocates have
a responsibility to share their own work
as well. Advocates are encouraged to sub-
mit their case pleadings to the Center’s
Poverty Law Library so that advocates
around the country can get ideas and
learn from one another’s work.

Simply e-mail documents to cases@
povertylaw.org or fill out the form on the
Center’s Web site.*> The submitted case
will be cataloged, indexed, added to the
Poverty Law Library, and considered for
publication in the ReviEw. Consider sub-
mitting your work to the local statewide
support center. And, when you develop
expertise on a topic of interest to other
advocates, consider writing an article for
the REVIEW.

Technology has given new members
of the legal services community even bet-
ter access to the collective expertise of
their colleagues. Together they can con-
tinue the tradition of sharing experience
and expertise, thereby improving their
collective work on behalf of the poor.

40 See www.illinoislegalaid.org.

41 See also Parins & Nicolet, supra note 1.

42 See www Istech.org.

43 See www.ntap.org.

44 see www.equaljustice.org/technology.htm.

45 See www.povertylaw.org/legalresearch/cases/submit_form.cfm.
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