
Admittedly, the title of this article is misleading. Starting
a help center from scratch is not easy. However, with
apologies to Ringo Starr and the Beatles, you can “get

by with a little help from [your] friends.”1 With some plan-
ning and the will to make it happen, your court can have a help
center up and running. 

There are multiple resources available that can make the
process a little less daunting. Every court is different, and no
one plan will work for everyone. The following are 12 sugges-
tions to consider if you are thinking of starting a help center for
unrepresented litigants in your court. After each suggestion is a
description of our court’s experience in starting a help center. 

The help center described here was established for the
Tenth Judicial District in Olathe, Kansas. The Tenth District
encompasses Johnson County, Kansas, which includes the
southwestern corner of the Kansas City metropolitan area. It
has a population of approximately 574,275 people and is the
fastest-growing county in Kansas.2 The Johnson County Dis-
trict Court consists of 19 district court judges, four magistrate
judges, and three hearing officers (one full-time and two half-
time).3 The judges share three law clerks. Each judge has the
help of an administrative assistant or a court clerk. 

1. ESTABLISH A TEAM TO DETERMINE THE NEEDS
IN YOUR COMMUNITY; IDENTIFY THE POPULA-
TION NEEDING SERVICE AND THE SERVICES THEY
NEED. 

In establishing a team to consider a help center, it is impor-
tant to identify key members such as judges, future help-cen-
ter staff, information-technology personnel, and other court-
house leaders whose offices will be important to the help cen-
ter’s success. The idea for a help center in Johnson County, in
one form or another, had been discussed and considered for
some time.  Chief Judge Kevin Moriarty determined that the
increasing number of unrepresented litigants warranted more
serious consideration. In late 2013, he assembled a small team
to manage the process. Members of the planning team
included representatives from the family- and civil-court
departments, the chief court clerk, and the director of the Jus-

tice Information Management Services (JIMS) system.4

As the amount of work and areas of expertise necessary for
success began to be appreciated, it became clear that the team
needed to include those who would be supervising help-center
staff and implementing the technology needed to operate both
in a physical form and online. These new team members all
brought specific skill sets and experiences that were invaluable
to the process. Three deputy court clerks were selected to join
the team because they would be supervising and managing the
day-to-day operations of the help center. They also had exten-
sive experience working with unrepresented litigants (“URLs”)
on a daily basis.  A JIMS programmer was included so that the
team’s goals could be aligned with the court’s technical plan-
ning and capabilities.  She was primarily responsible for coor-
dinating and implementing the online presence and physical
technology needs for the site. Other relevant individuals were
added on an as-needed basis throughout the planning and
implementation process. 

Once established, the team began the process of determin-
ing what clients needed services and what types of services
they needed. Certain dockets were experiencing particularly
high numbers of unrepresented litigants. Courts dealing with
divorce, paternity, landlord-tenant disputes, and debt collec-
tion had always seen substantial numbers of unrepresented
parties. After 2008, those numbers increased at a faster rate.
Judges were dedicating increasingly large portions of their
dockets to hearings where one or both parties did not have rep-
resentation. Attorneys found it increasingly difficult to balance
time commitments between those cases that could be expedi-
tiously resolved with the assistance of counsel on both sides
and those that took an inordinate amount of additional time
because one party was unable to get legal advice. The law
librarians, court clerks, and court-trustee staff spent more and
more resources dealing with those who could not afford legal
representation, thus reducing the time that they could dedicate
to their primary responsibilities. 

As family court and limited-actions5 court were seeing the
most unrepresented litigants, it was decided to emphasize
those two areas first. Early meetings focused on the specific
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types of hearings in each court that saw the highest number of
URLs and finding the forms and informational materials that
would be of most assistance to them. Reviewing dockets led to
a finding that the proceedings that most often had one or more
unrepresented parties were:

• divorces without children;
• divorces with children;
• parentage cases;
• landlord-tenant disputes; and
• small debt-collection cases.

Divorces with children and parentage cases also had a large
number of post-decree motions and hearings with one or both
parties unrepresented—mostly child-support and parenting-
plan modifications. Having identified these proceedings and
the types of motions and pleadings needed, we decided that
the help center would try to provide forms and direction for
the most common and simple matters in these categories.
Complex issues would not be addressed. 

Forms with detailed instructions were needed because tra-
ditional legal-aid services were unable to help everyone who
needed assistance. We decided that it would be important for
URLs to have the option of talking to someone who could help
direct them to the proper materials, make initial referrals (both
legal and social service), provide information about the court
system, and review documents for completeness and legibility.
While many people with limited funds had access to smart-
phones or tablets, they did not have desktop or laptop com-
puters or the ability to print completed forms. Providing a
location for unrepresented litigants to work on a desktop com-
puter so that they could complete, print, and file their plead-
ings was a priority.

Judges were finding many unrepresented people in court
saying that they could not afford a lawyer. However, many peo-
ple who legitimately could not afford counsel still earned too
much to qualify for legal aid. As a result, the unrepresented
were often confused and unsure of where to turn for help.
When trying to represent themselves, they felt like they were
being sent from one office to the next in an unfamiliar court-
house. This led to frustration and anxiety. A single place was
needed where they could find forms and information. The help
center would be that centralized contact point.

Judges wanted legible forms and the provision of basic
information to litigants. Forms and instructions needed to be
plainly written and easy to understand. Docket time was
wasted when a URL appeared for a hearing without the neces-
sary documents or preparation. Consequently, hearings took
much longer than planned or had to be continued, much to the
consternation of both the court and the litigant. URLs often
had cases that could be resolved with a few simple pleadings,
but busy dockets made document preparation in the court-
room unworkable. 

Our judges believed that it would be more efficient to have
a place in the courthouse where URLs could be sent immedi-
ately to complete paperwork and return to court on the same
day. Resetting cases for a month or two later to allow for prepa-
ration of paperwork rarely resulted in the forms actually being
completed. Most judges reported that many unrepresented lit-
igants were asking for simple relief and needed just some min-

imal direction. While some could navigate the various websites
and offices to amass the needed pleadings and documentation,
many could not. Those that could not were often those who
could least afford to come to court multiple times. 

In addition, many URLs did not understand the type of
relief they needed or that was available to them. People filing
for protection from abuse or stalking and victims of domestic
violence received assistance from victim-assistance units and
other agencies. These persons often needed information on
parentage or divorce cases as well. However, such services
were beyond the scope of the domestic-violence advocate. The
state Department for Children and Families would pursue
child support for many parents, but, like the victim-assistance
units in the protection cases, help with long-term issues, such
as the establishment of a parenting plan, was not among the
services they could provide, no matter how badly needed it
might be.   

Team members also sought input from the local bar associ-
ation and Inns of Court. Some attorneys had expressed diffi-
culties in dealing with unrepresented litigants. In many simple
cases, the parties were pleasant and cooperative, but it could be
difficult for the attorney to ethically represent his or her client
and work with an opposing party who did not appreciate the
separation of roles. Occasionally, the unrepresented party
might mistakenly believe that the attorney was “working for
both of us,” despite the attorney’s best efforts. Sometimes the
URL did not trust the “adversary” attorney when he or she
asked for documentation or the completion of required forms.
Attorneys also thought it would be helpful to have a neutral
source to refer the opposing unrepresented party to for infor-
mation and forms. 

Help-center staffing and training was also identified as an
early concern. No funding was available to hire staff. Realloca-
tion of personnel had to be considered. Finding training plans
specifically for those working in a help center was, fortunately,
easier than finding staff to run it. With help centers of various
types and configurations already located all around the coun-
try, it was not necessary to start from scratch. Team members
began to amass articles and visited the websites of various help
centers and self-help outreach programs across the country.
Many of these centers publish their training materials or pro-
vide links to relevant resources.  But now, trained staff needed
somewhere to work. With the cooperation of the county facil-
ities management and JIMS, the group began looking for
potential physical space in the courthouse.

2. DETERMINE WHAT RESOURCES ARE ALREADY
AVAILABLE IN YOUR JURISDICTION. DO THEY
MEET YOUR POPULATION’S NEEDS? WHAT IS
MISSING? WHAT CAN BE DONE BETTER LOCALLY? 

Good news: you’re not the first court to create a help center.
While some are physical and some are virtual, they all aspire to
the same goal. 

We began looking at what resources were available online
and in print. The Kansas Supreme Court website had forms
and webpages designed to assist URLs. Kansas Legal Services,
our state’s legal-aid provider, was assisting a portion of our tar-
get population but could not provide services to everyone in
need. The Kansas Bar Association was operating a referral line
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6. Among the helpful state-level resources were the Alaska Court
System Self Help Service (http://www.courts.alaska.gov/
representing-yourself.htm), the California Judicial Branch 
Equal Access Project (http://www.courts.ca.gov/partners/
equalaccess.htm), and the New York State Access to Justice Pro-
gram (http://www.nycourts/gov/ip/nya2j/index.shtml). Also help-
ful were the web-based resources of Probono.net
(http://www.probono.net), SelfHelpSupport.Org (http://www.self-

helpsupport.org),  and the Legal Services Corporation
(http://www.lsc.gov/). 

7. The National Center for State Courts offers an online Center on
Court Access to Justice for All (http://www.ncsc.org/atj). For more
information about it, see the Resource Page in this issue at page
84.

8. These other resources include legal aid, bar associations, and pro
bono work. 

and a reduced-fee service, which had met with some success.
Private vendors purported to supply court-ready forms and
documents, but they were rarely acceptable and almost never
complied with state and local court rules. In addition, some
private forms were expensive. It was difficult for a judge to tell
a person of limited means that the forms he or she had spent
much of their limited funds to purchase were useless. 

Many URLs were unaware of or unable to find the forms
and appropriate websites. They found themselves confused
and intimidated by the process. Even when forms were avail-
able and written in plain English, many unrepresented persons
struggled with legal concepts such as service of process and
notice. Despite detailed instructions being available for down-
load, many would skip over them and go straight to the forms.
Initial pleadings would be filed, but the final orders were often
too difficult to complete or were simply not prepared. Child-
support worksheets were
particularly difficult for
the unrepresented. Some
private vendors offered
cost-effective and appro-
priate services, but URLs
often did not know how to
find them. 

At the local level,
county and court offices
recognized the need and
also offered help. The
courthouse law library
offered form packets and
research assistance. The
district court trustee cre-
ated forms and instruc-
tions for child-support
and parenting-enforce-
ment matters. The court clerk dedicated innumerable hours to
training staff in how to deal with and assist citizens who could
not afford legal counsel. Despite these efforts, however, more
and more unrepresented parties were appearing in proceedings
wholly incapable of dealing with issues facing them. While
many excellent resources were available, there was no simple
centralized way for URLs to find them. 

We found several useful resources, including state-court
websites with forms and resources that could be used to start
and operate a help center.6 The National Center for State
Courts provides technical assistance to those seeking to reach
out to the unrepresented.7 The American Bar Association also
has excellent resources.

3. IDENTIFY STAKEHOLDERS. 
Operating a help center requires the support and involve-

ment of many people and organizations. Include in your plan-
ning and discussions all judges in your district, the court
clerks, court administrative staff, law-library workers, your IT
department, local and state bar associations, Inns of Court, and
local legal-aid providers. Talk about the plans and ideas openly.
Good ideas can come from anywhere.

All judges in the district should be kept advised of progress
and invited to participate. We discussed our help center at vir-
tually every en banc meeting. 

The local bar was involved early on. Local and state bar
associations and Inns of Court can be very supportive if kept
abreast of plans and invited to comment, contribute, and par-
ticipate. We believe that the early and meaningful involvement
of the bar contributed to the acceptance of the program by

most lawyers. 
Court staff, judges’

administrative assistants,
and clerks outside the
planning committee were
also encouraged to dis-
cuss the upcoming plans
and asked for ideas. Many
good ideas and comments
came from those who deal
with the URLs every day. 

Conversations with
stakeholders allowed
potential objections and
negative impressions to
be known early on. There
will be some in the court-
house who are dead set
against the idea of a help

center. Typical objections will include the thought that the
courts are competing with the private bar, that a help center
comes dangerously close to providing legal advice, that unrep-
resented persons should be treated exactly the same as lawyers,
and that other resources are better suited to the problem.8

Some court staff were reluctant to get more involved with
URLs as they had been cautioned for years about the dangers
of accidentally giving legal advice. Being on the front lines,
they had the experience and had been asked the difficult ques-
tions. This made it all the more clear that selecting the right
staff for the help center and providing the proper training was
going to be an early key to success. Allowing those who would
be supervising and working in the center to get involved early
encouraged an investment in success.  
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9. Mandatory e-filing in civil cases became effective March 1, 2015,
but had been voluntary for over five years.

10. The Johnson County Bar Foundation is the charitable arm of the

The vast majority of the local bar membership was support-
ive from the start.  Any lawyer who has litigated with a diffi-
cult URL appreciates having a place to direct his or her oppo-
nent for forms, legal information, and, perhaps, a little advice.
By engaging the bar early, we helped ensure that lawyers have
appreciated the efforts and helped at every step. Some seg-
ments of the bar objected to assisting URLs, believing that it
was taking away potential clients. Including the bar early
allowed for gentle education about the services to be provided
and the target clientele. 

Most private practitioners don’t appreciate the sheer volume
of unrepresented persons appearing in court each day. I cer-
tainly didn’t before becoming a judge. Almost everyone
appearing in court would prefer to have a lawyer. The truly
indigent and working poor often don’t seek an attorney, so
attorneys don’t know about them, and the litigants don’t meet
anyone who can refer them to services until they appear in
court. Once these skeptical attorneys realize the magnitude of
the problem and appreciate that the vast majority of those who
will seek out the help center wouldn’t be able to afford their
services, they quickly support the efforts and may sometimes
become your biggest supporters. Some of those originally most
skeptical have turned out to be very active in assisting with
funding and support issues. 

Legal-aid providers should also be consulted before opening
the help center. They have the experience in working with the
poor that most lawyers and judges do not. We found Kansas
Legal Services to be not only supportive but excited to be
actively engaged in manning and operating the proposed help
center. No one understood the issues and challenges better. 

Relevant governmental agencies should be involved. In
Kansas, our county government provides us our workspace
and most of our furnishings and equipment. Moving forward
without coordination with them would have been impossible.
A help center can present unique security challenges. Consult-
ing the sheriff or other courthouse security is essential. We
found our sheriff’s office to be very encouraging and interested
in helping. Given the higher security risks involved in family-
law cases, the sheriff’s office was interested in reducing liti-
gants’ stress and tension. Law enforcement often must deal
with frustrated people in family-law cases. Having a resource
to refer those in conflict to helps officers as well. Our district
attorney often assists people seeking civil orders of protection,
and in many cases, the protection order is only a small portion
of the ultimate relief needed. Many of these cases need a
divorce or parentage case filed, as the underlying issues are
better resolved in that forum. As the DA cannot help with that
part of the case, having a referral source for the low-income
alleged victim is very valuable. 

4. IDENTIFY FUNDING SOURCES.
In a time of shrinking budgets, the idea of adding a help

center can be overwhelming. Most courts will need to create
and operate a help center with little or no additional funding.

Reassigning current staff and multitasking can help. Grants
can sometimes be found for seed money. 

In Johnson County, we knew that we could not hire new
staff or purchase much more than just a few rudimentary
pieces of equipment.  Our court had begun e-filing a number
of years before, and plans were then in the works to implement
mandatory e-filing in most cases.9 E-filing meant fewer clerks
were needed to process paper filings. Electronic document pro-
cessing could be done at a desk virtually anywhere in the 
courthouse. E-filing clerks could be assigned to the help cen-
ter where they could assist URLs, but when not needed, they
could process e-filing. By creating a place that was a combina-
tion help center and clerk’s office, new staff did not need to be
hired. Computer workstations for staff could simply be relo-
cated, as could scanners, copy machines, and the like. The
chief clerk was very generous in her ability to tap into
resources for the few needed updates to equipment. 

With staff available and their workstations addressed, find-
ing computers, chairs, and desks for the users was the next
challenge. As stated above, our county government supplies
our building and furnishings. The county also maintains a sur-
plus warehouse. (If you have one available, visit it. It’s like a
garage sale; you never know what you might find.) The court-
house was also scoured for unused chairs and similar items.
Between the surplus and repurposing of underutilized items,
the help center was outfitted. Computer workstations were ini-
tially found as part of the county’s ongoing replacement of
computer equipment. As other offices had their stations
replaced, the help center was able to use the older machines.
The furniture may not all have matched, but our help center
was ready to open. 

Of course, some financial expenditures are impossible to
avoid. Grant funding is a viable possibility. Kansas Legal Ser-
vices offered to provide attorneys on-site two days per week,
but they could not fund the entire cost themselves. The John-
son County Bar Foundation approved a substantial grant
request, which covers approximately half the cost.10 It is inter-
esting to note that some of those connected to the Foundation
were the same people who were initially skeptical about the
need for or propriety of establishing the help center. Most state
bar associations also have charitable arms. Many consider
access-to-justice causes to be a primary goal for support. State
Interest on Lawyers Trust Accounts (IOLTA) funds can also be
an option. When requesting assistance, it is important to look
at the grants as seed or startup money. Most funding sources
are not interested in long-term commitments. 

5. IDENTIFY THE PHYSICAL SPACE AVAILABLE. 
If your courthouse is like ours, space is at a premium. When

space does become available, there are many competing
demands. The amount of space and its configuration may
impact how much on-site versus virtual help your center can
provide. Will the space allow staff to work on other matters
simultaneously? Will you be able to provide confidential meet-
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11. We also met with Rochelle Klempner, Chief Counsel for the New
York State Access to Justice Program; Tracy M. McNeil, Special

Counsel for Program Initiatives; and Sun Kim, Special Counsel for
Technology Initiatives.

ing space or semiprivate workspaces for the unrepresented lit-
igants? Can you provide computer workstations, or will the
forms and instructions be provided in paper only? Meet early
and often with your facilities-management provider. The more
they understand what you’re trying to accomplish, the better
they can assist in providing appropriate space and furnishings.
We found facilities management to be creative and interested
in doing what they could to help the court and the community.
Simple things like rescheduling painting plans to accommo-
date the help center’s opening are much easier if facilities man-
agement is involved in the planning process. 

A commitment from the local judiciary making the help
center a priority is necessary. Our help center needed to have
public space as well as a work area for our multitasking clerks.
It opened as three side-by-side workstations in an area dedi-
cated to public-records access. There were already worksta-
tions provided for public review of court records. Paper files
are not kept, and not all records are available online and off
site. Three of the public-access workstations were reassigned
as the “Help Center.” Two deputy court clerks were moved into
work places behind the public-records counter where they
could see if a URL came into the area. Signage was posted
directing URLs to check in at a specific place at the public-
records counter. A surplus desk and computer workstation was
installed in the public area to allow help-center staff to work
with URLs, be present in the room while they worked, and
continue multitasking if not actively assisting. Scavenged side
chairs were placed in the public area for those waiting or
accompanying URLs. Cooperation and consultation with JIMS
and the county facilities department made the initial opening
possible. Understanding the goals allowed them to make sug-
gestions and propose workable solutions. 

This initial space was not ideal but was a great start. When
opened, the public area housed not only the help center and
public-records-access workstations but the juvenile and pro-
bate clerk’s counters as well. Often URLs bring along support-
ive friends and children. Help-center and clerk’s-office staff
valiantly managed the competing interests, but it was apparent
that a bigger and specifically dedicated space would be prefer-
able. 

As part of a larger reorganization, our sheriff’s office was
relocating to new space. Thanks to the work of the chief judge
and county facilities management, a portion of the vacated
space was identified as suitable for the help center. The process
began anew to find appropriate furnishings. Some of the fur-
nishings located in the vacated space could be repurposed.
Surplus cubicles, chairs, tables, and desks were found and
moved to the new space. The new space has a check-in
counter, four user workstations, space for up to five deputy
clerks to work, a waiting area, and a private office for Kansas
Legal Services and volunteer attorneys to meet with help-cen-
ter clients. The major costs of outfitting the center physically,
in addition to the work hours contributed by many people,
were in moving and reassembling cubicles and furnishings,
repainting the space, and buying a copy machine and software

licenses. As many of these items were available for dual pur-
poses, the costs could be allocated among several accounts,
minimizing the cost to any individual office.

6. ASK FOR HELP. START WITH THE NATIONAL CEN-
TER FOR STATE COURTS. 

You now know generally what you would like to do, who
can staff your center, and how much money you have (or don’t
have). Next, contact the National Center for State Courts for
technical assistance. Everyone involved with help centers and
access-to-justice programs are dedicated public servants who
are rightly proud of and excited to share information about the
specific services they provide. They have been extraordinarily
generous in their time and willingness to share their experi-
ences and work product with those interested in providing
similar services. If at all possible, arrange for a site visit. Look
for a court that has similar goals and provides services similar
to those that you would like to provide.  Seeing a help center
in action and asking questions of those with real-world expe-
rience running one is invaluable. There is no better way to
fully grasp what is possible, determine what you want to do,
and avoid a few mistakes than to visit a fully functioning help
center.

While our team was able to amass a lot of information, the
actual implementation and adaptation of the various options
for our particular court continued to be a concern. Fortunately,
reading through the pages of Court Review, we noticed that
technical assistance was available from the National Center for
State Courts (NCSC) for those wanting to implement access-
to-justice programs in their courthouses. We contacted the
NCSC, and Deborah Smith quickly replied with a wealth of
information, including links and documents suggesting how a
help center could be started on a shoestring budget. 

The NCSC also had grant money available to jumpstart
such programs with technical-assistance initiatives. Our grant
application was approved, and with NCSC assistance, it was
decided that the best option was for a few of our team mem-
bers to visit the New York State Access to Justice office in Man-
hattan. The grant provided funding for one judge, one court
clerk, and one JIMS representative to travel to New York City.
Our chief clerk considered the visit to be so important that she
funded travel costs for two additional deputy clerks. We were
privileged to meet with the Hon. Fern A. Fisher, Director of the
New York State Courts Access to Justice Program and Chief
Deputy Administrator of the New York City Courts.11 Together
with our compatriots from the Montana Supreme Court, we
spent a Thursday learning how New York structures its physi-
cal and online help centers, coordinates with members of the
bench and bar, implements greater online and virtual access,
and trains court staff and attorneys. Like any good learning
experience, we learned of issues, questions, and possibilities
that we had not yet considered. 

On Friday, we visited Michael Williams, Clerk of the Fam-
ily Court in the Bronx, New York. There we saw a help center
in action and began to appreciate the need for prioritizing
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goals in designing not only an appropriate physical workspace
but also the necessary workflow to allow unrepresented parties
to easily find the center, locate the help needed, quickly and
efficiently complete the forms, file them, and be on about their
day. We were able to speak with court staff and other judges to
see how a properly operating help center could increase court-
room efficiency and overall litigant satisfaction. We were
shown how help-center staff interacted with litigants. They
shared how completed forms were reviewed in advance. We
benefitted greatly from talking with those who had been oper-
ating a help center. The practical advice was something we
would not have received any other way. The participation of
court staff, who would be integral to the day-to-day operation
of our help center, was particularly important.  Their real-
world questions elicited the best advice. 

7. IDENTIFY, COLLECT, AND DRAFT NECESSARY
FORMS AND INSTRUCTIONS.

Forms are the bedrock of the help center. Most users come
looking for forms and help completing them. You will likely
find that many forms are already available. Review them to
make sure they are not
written in legal jargon
that is difficult for the
untrained to read or
understand. The unrepre-
sented litigant is often
stressed and tense. He or
she is in an unfamiliar set-
ting, dealing with issues
that are often frightening
and very personal. Being
asked to fill out a legal
document or affidavit
written in legalistic lan-
guage may be too much to
ask. 

Determine whether
you want your forms in a
modifiable format or in a
form with limited ability to modify, such as a PDF. Clear, sim-
ple, and easy-to-understand written instructions are very
important. This not only makes the information available but
also makes the forms easier for users to fill out after leaving the
help center so they don’t have to try to remember verbal
instructions. 

Our organizing group began amassing forms and instruc-
tions early on. One of the biggest complaints heard in conver-
sations with court personnel was that most of the forms
brought to court by URLs were incomplete. Much of the rea-
son for this was that the litigant could not understand the form
or had trouble figuring out what was supposed to be written in
a particular blank. Instructions can be long and detailed and,
frankly, often go unread. Checklists can be useful as supple-
ments to the instructions. Many courts have local rules and
practices that are not contemplated by the statewide form
drafters. 

Our process was first to decide what forms were needed in
the most basic and regularly occurring cases, next to determine

if the language in existing forms could be simplified and if they
complied with local rules and practice, then to decide if the
instructions should be revised, and finally, once ready for use,
to place them in an easy-to-find location. The computer work-
stations in the help center were configured to make it quick
and simple to locate the forms with just a click or two. Help-
center staff often assist URLs in locating the forms page on the
court website. Creating a desktop or webpage that brings all
the forms together in one place, regardless of their source,
reduces the time each user spends at the workstation. 

8. CREATE AND COLLECT HANDOUTS AND OTHER
REFERENCE DOCUMENTS FOR COURT STAFF AND
LITIGANTS. 

Help-center staff will be working with people who, while
clearly needing legal services, also need something beyond
what can be provided by the courts. Resource information
should be collected and placed in a format that is easy for help-
center staff to access. Clerks and court personnel can become
frustrated when they want to help a person in need but can’t
readily find references to services. 

Many unrepresented
litigants don’t know what
services are available or
where to find them. A
quick reference guide
should include a good
list of legal-service refer-
ral agencies, pro bono
service providers, and
reduced-fee and limited-
scope providers. It
should also have refer-
ences to social-service
agencies, physical- and
mental-health depart-
ments and providers,
utility and rent assis-
tance, and the like. 

Our help center main-
tains handouts for online parenting programs and services
designed to aid high-conflict families. We have information
about various services provided for alternative dispute resolu-
tion and supervised exchange and parenting time. Domestic-
and sexual-violence referral is on site. We have information to
assist new parents and new co-parents. Most providers are
happy to provide handouts or business cards. The United Way
can be an excellent neutral clearinghouse for information. We
do not allow handouts to be placed in the help center without
approval of supervisors.

9. BEGIN TRAINING COURT STAFF EARLY AND
SCHEDULE REGULAR TRAINING UPDATES. 

Staff training is not just necessary but vital to the success of
the help center. The training should begin before the center
opens and continue regularly thereafter. Training on the differ-
ence between legal information and legal advice must be on-
going and repeated. Teaching help-center staff to ask the right
questions and suggesting techniques for discerning the assis-
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parenting time or visitation arrangements.12. In Kansas, legal custody refers only to decision making and not

tance needed, instead of just what is requested, will improve
efficiency and increase overall customer and staff satisfaction.

Rather than trying to create an entire training manual of our
own, we have used the materials made available to us by the
New York Access to Justice Program and added information
from several other public sources. Our staff had many ques-
tions about legal advice versus legal information. While the
line between the two is blurry at best, most court clerks and
court staff have been warned repeatedly about the dangers of
straying across the line. It is repeated in almost every court-
house like a mantra: “I’m not a lawyer; I can give you legal
information, but I can’t give you legal advice.” While this is
fine in the abstract, the practical distinction is hard to apply. 

We hold, at a minimum, monthly training meetings for
help-center staff. Each month we try to cover a different topic,
and we always talk about the difference between legal advice
and legal information. Help-center staff are encouraged to keep
notes of difficult situations that have arisen, and the group dis-
cusses whether particular litigants sought information or
advice and how to properly respond. Handbooks and training
manuals from various courts are made available to help-center
staff for reference. 

Of course, feeling comfortable as a staff member as to where
the line might be doesn’t necessary solve the problem. URLs
usually do not understand the difference and might insist that
they should receive more help than staff can give. Laypersons
often do not understand and appreciate the legal and ethical
constraints on staff. We suggest that when pressed, staff tell
URLs that they can give them information about what they can
or can’t do but not what they should or shouldn’t do. They can
provide the information needed for that person’s request to
come before the court but can’t suggest tactics or provide opin-
ions. Most are satisfied with such responses.

Help-center staff also need training in dealing with stressed
and sometimes belligerent individuals. They need to be
empowered to call security whenever needed. 

Often a URL asks for one thing but really wants another. We
work with our staff on reflexive listening. For example, the fol-
lowing is not an uncommon exchange. Court staff are trained
to reply something like this:

URL: “I need forms to change custody of my kids.”
Staff: “We can help you with that. You would like a form

to change how you and your child’s co-parent
make major decisions for your child, is that
right?”12

URL: “No, I just want to see my kids more.”
Staff: “Okay, I can show you the forms for modifying a

parenting plan or schedule.”

While this is an admittedly simplistic example, interplays like
this are role-played and discussed regularly. 

The sessions also provide feedback to judges and supervi-
sors. Changes in policy and procedure are often first suggested
and discussed in these meetings. For example, a small number
of people are unrepresented not so much because they can’t
afford legal service but because they are unable to work well

with lawyers. If that is true, they are unlikely to work well with
help-center staff. Trainings should include discussion and sug-
gestions on how to deal with high-conflict individuals. We
have also asked a local attorney to speak with staff about how
to complete child-support worksheets. The topics were not
about the legal niceties of child-support calculation but how to
operate the child-support-calculation software loaded on the
self-help workstations and how to direct users to the help files
contained in the software package. 

10. SET AN OPENING DATE AND START SMALL. 
Even with all your research, site visits, advice, and articles,

there really is no way to appreciate exactly what is needed or
the kind of issues that will arise until the doors open. Frankly,
we didn’t know what we didn’t know.  A soft, minimally publi-
cized opening, with limited goals and options, will allow help-
center staff to become comfortable and proficient before mov-
ing on to new areas and greater numbers of users. It maximizes
the likelihood of success while minimizing potential complica-
tions and staff dissatisfaction. 

Upon returning to Olathe after visiting New York, everyone
who had made the trip was certain that our help center could
be opened soon. On May 1, 2014, the help center opened in its
original space. Initially, only assistance with divorces (with and
without children) and post-decree child-support and parent-
ing-plan matters were handled. 

During the first month, 116 people visited the help center.
By July, the number had nearly doubled. As the community
became aware of the center, more people visited. Judges began
referring unrepresented litigants, as did attorneys litigating
against them. As staff became more comfortable with processes
and forms, new topics were added. Soon parentage cases, land-
lord-tenant disputes, and simple collection cases were added. 

The new dedicated space was formally opened on October
1, 2014. An open house was held that was attended by the
entire courthouse community, many representatives of the
local bar, bar associations, Inns of Court, representatives of
county government, staff of the state Office of Judicial Admin-
istration, and a number of judges from the Kansas appellate
courts. By the end of October 2014, the help center was serv-
ing 300 people per month. The numbers continue to rise.

11. REASSESS AND REVISE. SOME THINGS WILL
WORK RIGHT; SOME WON’T.

Even with all of the study and research, you really won’t
know what community members need until they ask for it.
Almost as an afterthought, the help center’s primary forms
page was published to the internet, making it available not
only at the center but online. We didn’t really appreciate how
much the website would be used as opposed to the physical
help center. 

While 12 to 15 people were visiting the physical help cen-
ter each day, many more were accessing forms and information
via the court’s website. This has caused a reevaluation of how
the website should be structured and monitored. Lawyers nat-
urally assumed that temporary-order forms would be neces-
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13. The author wishes to acknowledge the valuable advice and assis-
tance of Stacey Marz, Director of the Family Law Self-Help Center
for the Alaska court system; Sarah Gonsalves, Manager of the Self
Represented Litigant Service Center for the Minnesota Court Self-
Help Center; Katrina Zabinski, Lead Web Content Manager for
the Minnesota Fourth Judicial District; Valerie Trammell, Staff
Attorney at the Hennepin County Government Center Help Cen-

ter; and Mary Dilla, Supervising Attorney at the Minnesota Fourth
Judicial District Family Court Self-Help Center.

14. While I very much would have enjoyed visiting the Alaska State
Court program, the drive was too daunting.

15. Special thanks to attorneys Tom Walsh and Martha Delaney of the
Volunteer Attorney Network. 

sary, but we’ve found that very few unrepresented litigants seek
or want them. Third-party visitation, especially grandparents,
was a bigger topic of discussion than we expected. After work-
ing with the forms for several months, appropriate tweaks and
modifications to the instructions are becoming apparent. 

As the number of people that visit the help center continues
to grow, so do the number and complexity of problems. Help-
center forms and instructions were designed to handle the sim-
plest and most common cases. Some issues are simply beyond
the help-center staff’s ability to assist. A way to provide limited
legal advice to those who could not afford it became a new pri-
ority. 

Our county had gone for quite some time without the pres-
ence of a legal-aid office. The dedicated attorneys at Kansas
Legal Services (“KLS”) had long wanted to return and provide
a local presence. Thanks to the grant from the Johnson County
Bar Foundation, KLS now provides attorneys for those who
financially qualify two
days per week. This ser-
vice began in October
2014 and was a direct
result of reviewing the
needs of users and match-
ing those needs to an
existing provider.
Appointments are made
through the reception
desk by phone and a
referral to the KLS office.
Individuals wanting to
talk to a KLS attorney are
prequalified so that when
they arrive for their meet-
ing, no time has to be
spent assuring that they
economically qualify for
services. Appointments range from 30 to 60 minutes depend-
ing on complexity. The majority of KLS clients meet with an
attorney one time to have questions answered and to receive
limited advice. An office is available in the help center for con-
fidential client meetings, and a desktop computer is provided
to allow access to forms and other necessary resources. If the
KLS attorney is not busy with an appointment, walk-in con-
ferences are available. In the unlikely event that no appoint-
ments are pending and no walk-ins arrive, courthouse-wide
free Wi-Fi is available so that the legal-aid attorneys can attend
to other business.

By and large, KLS clients must not earn more than 150% to
200% of federal poverty guidelines. This leaves a gap between
those who can qualify for legal aid and those who can reason-
ably afford legal services. Several steps are being taken to

address that need. Help-center staff are learning to recognize
those who cannot qualify for legal-aid services but might be
suffering financial distress. Staff refer these individuals to local
and state bar associations and reduced-fee service providers. In
an effort to increase access, the Johnson County Bar Associa-
tion, the Johnson County Family Law Inn of Court, and the
Kansas Bar Association are currently working to provide on-
site clinic support in the help center. 

Attempting to design an appropriate volunteer-attorney
project presented a new and different challenge. The NCSC
once again came to the rescue. We contacted Deborah Smith
for referrals and possible technical assistance in starting such a
program. She quickly and enthusiastically provided referrals,
which led to informative e-mail and telephone conversations
with help-center operators working with volunteer attorneys
in both Alaska and Minnesota.13

After several enlightening telephone calls and reviewing
documents and informa-
tion provided, I traveled
to Minneapolis to visit
the Minnesota Court Self-
Help Center and the
Fourth Judicial District.14

I was introduced to the
help-center staff, who
explained how their cen-
ter worked and how they
integrated volunteer
attorneys into the
process. I was allowed to
observe both live and vir-
tual services being pro-
vided. I met with and
observed lawyers work-
ing with clients at the
“Legal Access Point”

clinic located in the courthouse. Volunteer attorneys are
recruited through multiple sources. I was fortunate to meet
with representatives of one major provider, the Volunteer
Lawyers Network,15 who shared information on recruiting,
training, and managing volunteer attorneys at on- and off-site
locations. Later in the day, I was privileged to watch volunteer
lawyers in action during Judge Jason Hutchinson’s housing
court initial appearances and docket. The day ended with a
visit to the Family Court Self-Help Center and a chance to
meet with an attorney participating in the clinic.

Armed with information that was only made available
thanks to the help of the NCSC and its referrals, the Johnson
County District Court Help Center has plans for expanding
volunteer-attorney projects both on site and online. The
Kansas Bar Association is now providing on-site reduced-fee
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16. In addition to those previously mentioned, the author wishes to
acknowledge a few of the people who have worked very hard to
establish the Johnson County District Court Help Center. While
this list is certainly incomplete, these individuals were all mem-
bers of the original planning team or were significantly involved.

They are: Chief Judge Kevin P. Moriarty, Judge Neil B. Foth, Judge
Dan Vokins, Chief Court Clerk Sandra McCurdy, Court Adminis-
trator Michael McLain, Director of JIMS Timothy Mulcahy,
Deputy Court Clerks Melissa Mercer, Theresa Young, and Kelly
Hayden, and JIMS programmer Kathy Coggins.  

services one day per week. Volunteer attorneys will be in the
help center one or two days per month coinciding with special
dockets established by the family courts to encourage the fil-
ing of parenting plans. Many cases are opened by the state for
the purposes of establishing and enforcing child support. A
significant number of these cases do not have a parenting plan
on file. In hope of increasing parental involvement and child-
support compliance, the courts will refer URLs to the help cen-
ter to meet with the volunteer attorneys to prepare agreed or
proposed parenting plans. Unrepresented litigants can also get
information and limited advice concerning their parenting
plans. An effort to encourage limited-scope representation is in
the planning stages.  

Another issue that came up after our opening was that
judges and court personnel were referring URLs to the help
center, but litigants did not always understand what they
needed or why they were referred. A way to refer with specifics
was needed. Help-center staff designed a referral note that can
be given to URLs. When someone arrives at the intake desk
with a bright orange note in hand, everyone knows that court
personnel made the referral and that the needed referral infor-
mation can be found on that note.  

We also learned that handing out forms in hard copy for
completion at home only marginally increases the number of
documents that arrive in court filled out correctly and com-
pletely. The provision of computer workstations and encour-
aging users to take the time to work on the pleadings on-site
allows URLs to ask questions and staff members to review their
documents before litigants leave. We have also found that pro-
viding URLs the opportunity to file their pleadings immedi-
ately after completing them in the help center instead of being
sent to another office increases the number of people who stay
on-site and complete the forms. It saves them a trip. 

12. KEEP RECORDS AND STATISTICS. 
It is useful to know what people are using, what they are

asking for, and who is using the help center. Feedback on ser-
vices provided can help you improve and change your
approach. From the May 2014 opening, we’ve been tracking
several basic statistical points. Each user fills out an intake
sheet on arrival. We keep track of how many users we have in
a month, why they came to the help center, and the service we
provided. 

Johnson County is a large county with urban, suburban,
and rural areas. We monitor the general geographic distribu-
tion of our users by zip code. Statistics are also maintained on
how many users use the center in person and how many obtain
phone advice. This information has been used to modify forms
and procedures and to consider potential new ones. 

We can also confirm or adjust our allocation of effort and
resources. For example, in March 2015, divorces with children
accounted for 16% of all help-center contacts.  Divorces with-

out children were 24%, and motions to modify child support
totaled 21%. Parentage cases were added after opening and
now account for approximately 7% of all contacts. Another 7%
fall in no current category and will be the source of additions
to services offered. Phone contacts are tabulated separately
from in-person contacts and account for approximately 15% of
all discrete contacts. We have not maintained statistics for
online usage but plan to do so in the future.   

After keeping statistics for a few months, we began to keep
track of days and times that were busier than others to assist
with staffing. By doing so, we learned that the early part of the
week was the busiest time and that in-office visits decreased
beginning on Wednesday. While this confirmed what staff
anecdotally suspected to be true, it was helpful to see the mag-
nitude of the differences. We also learned that in most, but not
all, weeks, the afternoons were busier than the mornings. We
have used this to efficiently allocate staff and volunteer-attor-
ney resources.  

CONCLUSION
Starting a help center is possible. Each courthouse is differ-

ent, and every locale will have different needs and resources.
The type, size, and offerings may differ, but the unrepresented
litigants will have greater and better access to the justice they
deserve, and your courts will function more effectively and
efficiently. The few perpetually unhappy people aside, the
unrepresented litigants stopping into the help center have been
very appreciative and cooperative. Most understand that they
would not be receiving any assistance but for help-center staff
and volunteers. It is said in our courthouse that the help cen-
ter has the highest number of “hugs per square foot” in the
building.  

We’ve been very fortunate to have the support and encour-
agement of the National Center for State Courts, of judges and
lawyers in New York, Minnesota, and Alaska, and many others.
Should you choose to start a help center, we know you’ll find
the same.16 The Johnson County District Court Help Center
has been a great success for the unrepresented, the bench, and
the bar. There is much work to be done, but we are very happy
with the results to date. We welcome anyone who would like
to visit. 

Keven M. P. O’Grady is a district court judge for
the Tenth Judicial District in Olathe, Kansas.
He graduated from Rockhurst University and
received his law degree at the University of
Kansas School of Law. He was in a private law
practice in Overland Park, Kansas, for 25 years
before being appointed to the bench in October
2012. E-mail: keven.ogrady@jocogov.org.
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