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1.0
Participants Attending the Group

Eleven participants from a range of library sizes with different types of collections, structures, systems and geographical locations attended the focus group.  They included respondents from: North Vancouver City Library, Surrey Public Library, Squamish Public Library, Port Moody Public Library, Vancouver Public Library, Fraser Valley Regional Library, Okanagan Regional Library (Kelowna Branch), New Westminster Public Library, Fort St. John Public Library, Vancouver Island Regional Library and Terrace Public Library.

2.0
Introductory Comments

Introductory comments from participants centered on the size and staffing of the systems they represented, training they had taken and how their legal reference collections are used by the public.  Although comments are presented more systematically under the theme headings below, individual comments mentioned in the introductions included:

· The relatively small number of professional librarians in some library systems;

· The varying degrees of experience and expertise among staff who had attended the LawMatters training.  There was also a range of training participation within different library systems with some libraries having very limited involvement.  Most training involved the LawMatters introductory training or QP LegalEze;

· Differing reference use patterns and preferences in the libraries.  Some participants said that they tended to direct individuals more frequently to legal websites than to the legal reference collection. Others noted that many patrons preferred and needed to use print materials;

· The view, shared by many participants, that the demand on public libraries was frequently increased by government ministries and services “off loading” their responsibilities onto libraries to provide information that they themselves had a responsibility to provide. 

3.0
Ordering and Handling of the Core Legal Reference Materials

3.1
Ordering of Core and Related Legal Reference Materials
Participants were asked to comment on the process of ordering legal reference materials within the LawMatters project.

In general, no major problems with the logistics of ordering the core or related materials were identified by focus group participants.  Appreciation was expressed for the LawMatters project and the positive working relationships with staff.

Several participants said that they had trouble spending their core grants because they already had the materials, felt they might not be used by their patrons, or did not currently have space to store or display the materials.

One participant raised the issue of how “legal” was defined in terms of materials that could be ordered under the LawMatters grant.  She felt that some materials of a more popular nature might be used more frequently by patrons, but was unsure whether they fitted within the grant criteria.  Several other participants appeared to share the same uncertainty and expressed the need for clarification from LawMatters. 

As noted in the introduction, there were differing views on whether parties responded more to print or web-based materials.  Several emphasized problems with computer-based resources.  One participant said that the combination of “intimidating” (legal) materials and an unfamiliar form of access (i.e. computers and web-based materials), plus a difficult emotional situation (e.g. custody/divorce/access issues) made it very difficult for some patrons to effectively access web-based materials.  Aboriginal patrons were noted as experiencing barriers to accessing online information.  It was also felt this could be a generational or language issue.  

Other participants felt that if patrons did not have a computer at home it was often difficult to them to finish a process that they had started in the library.  When people lack computer skills, they often cannot finish within the time allotted at most libraries (e.g. 1 hour).

Several participants emphasized that ordering the LawMatters materials, especially in a larger library or regional system, was a demanding process that needed to be done in a coordinated way.  For example, in one large system ordering was done on the basis of several scenarios that considered whether reference or circulation copies were ordered, and whether they were ordered for any or all of four levels: the smallest libraries, the community branches, the area branches and/or the central branch.  

Another participant emphasized that it was very complicated and time-consuming to develop the LawMatters order, as some branches already had certain materials, or had ordered them with funds from a previous grant.  In broadly dispersed regional systems ranging from very small to large libraries this was particularly challenging.

There were no multilingual titles on the LawMatters list, so one branch undertook in-house research to create a spreadsheet listing the titles available for specific languages, drawing on Legal Services Society and People’s Law School publications.  An added complication was that these two bodies list their multi-lingual materials in different ways.  This in-house compilation was then used as the basis for ordering.  Participants in the focus group expressed interest in obtaining this or a similar list of titles. 

Several participants noted the difficulty of handling resources such as fact sheets, pamphlets or brochures, both in terms of presentation (e.g. in boxes) and regular updating.  Some of these summary-type resources were also online.  Several participants noted that this component of their legal reference materials was not adequately displayed.

It was appreciated that libraries can order two copies of certain items from the LawMatters list in order to circulate and use materials as reference.  

3.2
Comprehensiveness, Relevance and Manageability of the Legal Reference Materials

There was a problem handling materials that need interfiling in some libraries.  One participant said that her region no longer purchased any resources that require interfiling, because of the staff time needed to insert updates.  They also found that when they stopped ordering resources that require interfiling, they tended to emphasize circulating resources.  Other participants also felt that interfiling was too time consuming, considering the staff limitations at many libraries. 

Several participants felt that the LawMatters core lists were excellent and the grant was useful in updating their collections, however, they were concerned about the ongoing issue of reordering as new materials become outdated.  This led to the question of whether there would be future grants, or whether funds could be spread over a longer period of time so the branches could afford renewals as necessary.  Most participants said their branches tended not to place standing orders because they were unsure if they would have the resources to maintain them; some felt that this was not a concern, as standing orders can always be cancelled.

Participants expressed concerns about not having a systematic way of determining what multilingual material is available or could be ordered.  The VPL system has identified materials that are available and participants recommended that information developed at specific branches be identified by LawMatters and shared among libraries, if this is feasible. 

Some legal reference materials that participants felt were either not on the list, or were too limited, included materials related to typical student assignments (e.g. on the Canadian constitution), how to be a good landlord, and legal reference information that would be useful to disability groups such as the blind or deaf.

In supplementary communication provided after the focus group one participant noted that the Community Legal Education Society distributes a CD ROM with some of their binders. In some cases the material on the ROM supplements, and is referenced, in the print material.  This library system found it difficult to provide the technical assistance for patrons to use CD ROMs except at a supervised reference desk and so the utility of this material was questioned.    This may be less of a problem in smaller libraries where the appropriate use of CD players can be supervised; however, this question was not explored with all participants in the focus group.  

3.3
Suggestions to Support or Enhance Legal Reference Materials

There was a strong consensus that a blog or analogous method of sharing knowledge on legal reference materials would be very helpful.  The blog could discuss the best resources or notify readers when materials were outdated and needed to be replaced.  

Participants  requested more help in the updating or discarding of pamphlets, brochures and online resources.  Participants agreed that it would be helpful if an overall list of pamphlet-type resources from organizations like TRAC, LSS and PLEA could be created and kept up to date.  

There was an interest in defining what constitutes a “core collection” of pamphlets.  One participant felt it would be helpful to have a hand-out bookmark so that patrons would know where to go for these types of resources.

The exchange of information on multilingual resources was also recommended.  It was suggested that it would be helpful if LawMatters could facilitate the sharing of individual initiatives at specific libraries or help prepare a “master list” of the best multilingual legal reference resources.  

4.0
Participant Assessment of the LawMatters Training

Participants in the focus group made the following comments about the training provided by and through LawMatters.  Comments focused primarily on the introductory LawMatters training or on QP LegalEze.

Several participants talked about the difficulty in freeing up staff so that they could take the LawMatters training.   Many factors contributed to this.  For example, in one setting there was only one full time reference librarian, and four part-time assistants.  It was also difficult for night-time librarians to attend training, because they could be on call.  In other settings the problem related to the change-over or constant rotation of staff.  In some systems staff are spread out in geographically-dispersed branches, so it is difficult to involve relief staff.  

Participants noted that there are many additional training expectations placed on staff (e.g. in regard to various databases, or the use of Word 2007) that made it difficult to participate in LawMatters training.  The typical arrangement is for senior full-time staff to take the training with the expectation that they will transfer their knowledge to other staff.  However, if the trained staff does not have occasion to apply the knowledge, which may be the case in terms of legal reference,   they may forget what they’ve learned, and become a less effective resource for others.

Many participants stated that the basic, non-specialized training provided by LawMatters is the most appropriate type of training because staff are either not specialists themselves, or are rotated through several areas, and are not able to build up a consistent competence level in any one specialty area (the trend towards non-specialist library staff was noted by several participants).  One participant stated that for those who could pursue more specialized training, the Community Library Training Program of the Public Library Services Branch was an appropriate resource.

Other participants stated that, despite these difficulties, it is important to make the training of staff a priority and some emphasized that it was even more important than adding to the legal reference collection.   A well-trained librarian can always say “we don’t have this resource, but I know where you can get it.”  Being able to make appropriate and accurate referrals is highly important.  Another participant emphasized that well-trained staff have the capacity of generating more business for the library.

One participant felt that training in the effective use of online resources is almost more important than training in the use of core collection print material as it enables librarians to maximize their utility to patrons.

It was suggested that in the north and other remote areas it is important that,  when a trainer comes to the community, he/she is engaged long enough to allow participants to develop familiarity with and some mastery of the materials so they can apply the training after the instructor leaves.

Several participants felt there was value in developing canned video presentations so that staff who cannot attend training can be exposed to the training.  Another option for staff unable to attend training in person was to offer introductory legal reference webinars.  However, some disadvantages of webinars were also noted including a lower level of engagement than occurs in personal training, and a tendency for presenters simply to “read” the PowerPoint, rather than involving participants

Several participants agreed on the importance of making web resources available through the fewest number of entry points as possible. Having a multilingual component in a portal is an added advantage.  It was felt that patrons don’t care how they find the material they want; they just want to find it quickly.  Library staff would also find a one entry point portal for legal reference resources valuable. 

One participant stated that, given the demands on staff time, it may be important to more clearly define  when it is appropriate to refer to a patron to LawLine or other resources, rather than providing one-to-one help with an information inquiry.  However, another participant felt that LawLine tends to discourage callers with its long wait times, and websites are often not set up to work effectively for users on their own.  

Two other suggestions were made.  The first was that patrons with more complicated legal reference questions be encouraged to schedule appointments with library staff for more in depth assistance.   Another was to develop an “askaway online” legal reference service that would be available in person for a short specified period of time each week (e.g. two hours).   One potential problem with the “askaway” concept is that many problems straddle the boundary between the provision of legal information and advice, so the service would likely need to be staffed or supported by a lawyer.

5.0
Promoting the Use of Legal Reference Materials, Resources and Capacity 

In 2009 LawMatters will be developing and implementing strategies to promote the enhanced legal reference materials and capacity at public libraries.   Focus group participants were asked to recommend the most effective promotional strategies to support the enhanced use of the legal reference materials. 

Suggestions for promoting the materials were broadly grouped into three main areas:

· Promotional strategies within the libraries (to other staff, volunteers and administrators);

· Promotional strategies to engage the community, current and potential library patrons; 
· Promotional strategies to engage community organizations that could use library resources or have members that do so.

5.1
Promotion of Legal Reference Materials in the Library

The following methods were suggested as ways of engaging staff, volunteers and administrators working within the library, branch or system.

· Participants noted that the legal reference training of staff is a key element in supporting the use of materials within the library.  Systemizing the transfer of training knowledge for staff who have attended LawMatters training to those who have not is critical;

· Having LawMatters develop and circulate an education/information module or template on “how to do effective promotion”;

· Circulating “email alerts,” blogs, wikis and newsletters to staff that identify new resources with a brief description about their value and potential use;

· Visually “presenting” some of the new resources so that staff can see them (e.g. circulation desk, staff room);

· Having regular presentations at staff meetings about new legal resources and their potential applicability to patrons;

· Making presentations at library board meetings so that board members understand the legal reference collection, additions to the collection and the value of the materials.  Some participants felt that telling stories to illustrate how materials have been used by patrons is a helpful approach.

5.2
Promotion of Legal Reference Materials in the General Community

The following suggestions were made to promote legal reference materials in the community and to current and future patrons:

· Developing and funding a paid advertising campaign, especially if LawMatters can coordinate the placement of ads for the entire library system.  Bus advertising campaigns were recommended.

· Sponsoring specific community events inside the library based on specific themes that also have a legal element. Examples were displays involving ethno-cultural information or information for adolescents.  The use of non-didactic incentives to draw the public into libraries was stressed.

· Using kiosks in social services centres was recommended, especially if a central portal could be used.

· Developing relationships with high school teachers developing materials for law classes and providing specific materials on legal issues of relevance.  The development of a presentation that could be given to high school students on the legal reference materials available in libraries could also be useful. Promotion of the library as an important source of information for students was emphasized.

· Developing on-going relationships with the local media to encourage the reporting of regular information on library resources was strongly recommended.  Many libraries already contribute columns, book reviews or reports, especially in the local, free media. Free community newspapers were recommended as an excellent outreach mechanism for the multilingual population.  Some libraries already have a list of these publications.  A master list of all free community newspapers would be useful to libraries and could be circulated by LawMatters. 

· Promoting the materials at community locations that are not tied into existing organizations.  Potential locations could include:

- In a mall beside a Keno booth

- Trade shows- in one case the library developed a specific brochure describing related legal resources

- During Law Day – at the courthouse

- BC Senior Games

- Community cultural events, festivals or celebrations.

Each of these settings should display strong visual materials (e.g. posters, brochures) and displays. Specific examples of what legal reference information is available should be provided.  It should be possible to check out materials right at the display tables. 

5.3
Promotion of Legal Reference Materials to Community Organizations

Participants recommended strategies for the promotion of legal materials to community organizations, services or agencies that engage specific groups of community members or clients.    Suggestions included:

· Working directly with staff at the Justice Access Centre in Nanaimo to provide legal reference materials to clients or to staff.  This centre provides civil and family legal assistance to community members;

· Communicating regularly with and providing specific outreach to groups that involve clients with specific legal needs (e.g. tenants associations, poverty groups, advocacy groups, seniors organizations);

· Offering tours of the library or making focused presentations to community groups that have specific interests or clients.   One library made a presentation to an association of caregivers working with seniors.  The focus of the presentation was to provide information on the ways that legal reference materials and information could address the needs of seniors.  The feedback from caregivers was that they had no idea of the potential of legal reference information to seniors or to those working with seniors;

· Facilitating regular communication with local municipal councils.  This could be done by introducing councilors or newly elected officials to the library by sending them a complementary library card and information.  Cultivating the local manager and being specific about how legal reference collections are useful in addressing issues of interest or concern to the public was also suggested;  

· Emphasizing the fact that libraries are a community resource that is viewed by the public as a non-political, non-judgmental and safe place.  The library is accessible to everyone and particularly to marginalized or impoverished people who may benefit from legal information.  At the same time, library staff need to be aware that some library patrons may feel that libraries have excessively formal rules about where to find resource materials and how to use them.  Issues around these rules, fines and overdue materials may be problematic and intimidating for some library users.  
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