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Today’s Topic 

Connecting Patrons with Legal Information @ the Public Library: 

 

Public library staff are often called upon to respond to questions about law and legal situations. 
Because these questions are often complicated and confusing, and because there are frequent 
warnings about not offering legal advice, reference staff may be uncomfortable addressing 
legal reference questions. This session will help build reference staff confidence in responding to 
such inquiries. The session offers information on understanding the basics of law, legal resources, 
and legal reference practice. You’ll learn how to handle a law reference interview, including 
where to draw the line between information and advice; key vocabulary to know; and 
unraveling citation formats. Tips will be offered on how to assess and choose between legal 
resources, and best starting resources will be provided. 
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Session Objectives 

ÅGain comfort level 

ÅDemonstrate strategies and best practices for responding 

ÅProvide resources for responding and referring 
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Agenda 

ÅUnderstanding law 

ÅPracticing legal reference 

ÅBest resources 
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CONSTITUTION 

Congress 
General or State 

Assembly 
County Council 

 

Statutory Law 

Statutes 
(Acts, Session 

Laws, Ordinances) 

President 
Governor 

executive or state 
agencies 

 
Regulatory Law 
Administrative 

Law 
Regulations 

Executive Orders 

Courts 
(appellate, trial) 

 
Case Law 

 
Cases 

(aka opinions) 
Rules of 
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Primary Legal Sources 
 
 
Statutes are compiled 
into Codes by the 
legislature 
 
ÅU.S. Code 
ÅAnnotated Code of 

Maryland 

LEGISLATURE JUDICIARY EXECUTIVE  
 
Rules and regulations 
of executive agencies 
 
ÅCode of Federal 

Regulations (CFR) 
ÅState regulations, 
like Maryland’s 
COMAR 

 
 
Court opinions 
ÅU.S. Reports 
ÅF. 2d 
ÅMaryland Reports 

 
Rules from the court 
ÅFederal Rules of 

Civil Procedure 
ÅMaryland Rules 

{ƻ ǿƘŀǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻŘŜΚ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŀ ƭƻǘΧ 
A code is a compilation by topic of the laws in effect 
for a particular area at a particular time. 
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Government Framework 

Federal: applies to the entire U.S. 

State: applies to a single state 

Local: county or municipality or 
other political designation 

Community: by-laws 

FEDERAL 

STATE 

LOCAL 

COMMUNITY 
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Secondary Sources 

Á Finding aid for primary sources 

Á Finding aid for other secondary sources 

Á Overview of an area of law 

Á Detailed analysis 

Á Educated discussion 

Á Helpful when there is no (definitive) law 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Types of Secondary Sources: 
Å Dictionaries 
Å Encyclopedias 
Å Authoritative journal articles 

(law reviews) 
Å Books (treatises) 
Å Authoritative web sites 
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Context 
Vocabulary, Citation Format 

Find help online: 
 
Dictionaries: 
www.law.cornell.edu/wex 
www.nolo.com/dictionary  
 
Citation guide: 
www.law.cornell.edu/citation/  
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What is Different? 

ÅSAME 
ÅListen well  

ÅKeep an open mind 

ÅAsk questions to get more information 

ÅDIFFERENT 
ÅYou are providing a response, not an answer 
ÅOffer resources 

ÅDemonstrate how to use them 
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Legal Advice vs. Legal Information 

Librarians CANNOT tell someone: 

Åwhat a law means 

Åwhich choice to make between two 
or more options 

Åan opinion about whether something 
should be done or not 

Åwhat to write into a form or 
document being filed in court 

Åwhether a court decision is relevant 
to a particular situation 

Åwhat the outcome of a court date will 
be 

 

Librarians CAN: 

ÅAssist patrons in finding information 
sources that will help them read 
about and better understand their 
legal problem and options 

ÅShow patrons how to use those 
resources 

ÅRefer patrons to another library, such 
as a court library, where a broader 
range of resources may be located 

ÅRefer patrons to legal service 
providers who CAN offer 
interpretations and advice 
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Practicing Legal Reference 
Rephrasing the Question 

Question: Is it legal for me to leave my daughter at home alone? She’s seven. 
Rephrase: Does the law say anything about the age a child can be left alone? 

Question: My ex-wife won’t let me see our son, and she wants to move with him to California. How do I 
stop her? 
Rephrase: I need information about custody and visitation rights. 

Question: I want to file a small claims case. I live in Maryland, but the company I’m suing is in Virginia. 
Where do I file? 
wŜǇƘǊŀǎŜΥ LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ŦƛƭƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ŎŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ aŀǊȅƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛŀΦ 

Question: I recently ended a lease and my landlord gave back my security deposit. Now he says there’s 
damage and I need to pay him back some of the deposit. Can he do that? 
Rephrase: What does the law say about security deposit returns? 
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Evaluating a Legal Information Site 
ÅAuthority 
ÅIs the source reliable? 
ÅHow close is the source to the primary law? 
ÅIs source an expert in the area of law? 

ÅReliability / Accuracy 
ÅAre there references to the source of the information?  

(references to the primary source from which the information is derived) 
ÅIs it objectively presented? 

ÅCoverage 
ÅDoes it cover your required topic adequately? 
ÅDoes it cover your required timeframe? 

ÅCurrency 
ÅIs it updated to reflect current language? 
ÅDoes the site provide a date of last review or update? 
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Government Agency Web Sites 

Why? 

ÅSubstantial information 
on specific topics 

ÅAppropriate forms or 
formats 

ÅAdditional contact 
information so patron 
can get further 
assistance 

Favorites!! 

ÅSocial Security 
www.ssa.gov  

ÅTaxation 
www.irs.gov  

ÅHealth-related (HIPAA) 
www.hhs.gov/ocr/privacy/  

ÅHousing 
http:// portal.hud.gov/hudportal/
HUD 

Use Google Advanced Search and limit the domain to .gov or .us for excellent results 
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Federal Primary Source Sites 

ÅUScourts.gov 
/ƻǳǊǘ ǊǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜΣ ŦƻǊƳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŜǊƪΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ 
information 

ÅCongress.gov 
Legislative materials, especially pending bills 
Note: the former congressional information site, Thomas (thomas.loc.gov), is still 
available; some materials have not yet migrated 

ÅFdSys www.gpo.gov/fdsys/  
US Code (statutory/legislative law), CFR (regulations) 

ÅGoogle Scholar 
Case law (opinions) 
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Secondary and General Source Sites 

Free Web 

ÅNolo.com 

Åpublic.findlaw.com 
 

Database 

ÅEbsco: database of Nolo publications 
 

Print 

ÅNolo Press 

ÅSphinx Legal (Sourcebook) Catherine McGuire, Maryland State Law Library 
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Locating State Resources 

www.lawhelp.org (probono.net) 
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Finding a Lawyer 

ÅLocal bar association – do they have a Lawyer Referral Service? 

Åwww.martindale.com 
Martindale-Hubbell law directory includes peer review ratings, 
and for some attorneys, client review ratings 

Åwww.lawyers.com 
This is the same as Martindale, above 

ÅFriend or family member – past satisfaction is a good gauge 
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Partnering 
5ƻƴΩǘ Řƻ ƛǘ ŀƭƭ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΗ 

ÅPublic law libraries 
ÅDirectory from Washburn University School of Law 

www.washlaw.edu/statecourtcounty/  
ÅContact your local or nearest AALL chapter; see: 

AALL Legal Information Services to the Public (LISP), Public Libraries Toolkits 
www.aallnet.org/sections/lisp/Public-Library-Toolkit  

ÅLocal court and legal aid organizations 
ÅContact your local bar association and ask if they keep lists or calendars of 

legal clinics 
ÅContact your nearest trial court and ask if they keep lists of legal assistance 

organizations 
ÅLegal Services Corporation: Finding Legal Aid 

www.lsc.gov/find-legal-aid  
Catherine McGuire, Maryland State Law Library 

Connecting Patrons with Legal Information @ the Public Library 
November 12, 2014 

http://www.washlaw.edu/statecourtcounty/
http://www.aallnet.org/sections/lisp/Public-Library-Toolkit
http://www.aallnet.org/sections/lisp/Public-Library-Toolkit
http://www.aallnet.org/sections/lisp/Public-Library-Toolkit
http://www.aallnet.org/sections/lisp/Public-Library-Toolkit
http://www.aallnet.org/sections/lisp/Public-Library-Toolkit
http://www.lsc.gov/find-legal-aid
http://www.lsc.gov/find-legal-aid
http://www.lsc.gov/find-legal-aid
http://www.lsc.gov/find-legal-aid
http://www.lsc.gov/find-legal-aid


Final Reminders 

ÅRemember that librarians RESPOND to law questions; we do not 
necessarily answer them 

ÅAlways start with what you CAN do rather than with what you 
can’t 

ÅFamiliarize yourself with the basic structure of government 

ÅFamiliarize yourself with the Best Starts websites 

ÅCreate for yourself a mental check list for the reference 
interview 

ÅEstablish a collegial relationship with a nearby staffed public law 
library 



Lib2Gov: 
 

ÅMonthly webinar series on e-government topics – learn about what 

government agencies and libraries are currently doing in this space 

ÅNext Webinar 
o December 12th, 2PM EST: Fighting Ebola and Infectious Diseases with Information (Update) 

o Share your experiences and content! 

Åhttp://lib2gov.org/community/content/all  

http://lib2gov.org/community/content/all
http://lib2gov.org/community/content/all


Useful Resource 
ÅThe American Library Association E-government Toolkit 

o Created by the ALA E-government Subcommittee 

o Provides useful content regarding e-government 

o http://www.ala.org/advocacy/advleg/federallegislation/govinfo/egovernment/

egovtoolkit 
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Question or Comments? 
Thank You 

 

Contact us: 
o John Bertot (jbertot@umd.edu) 

o Ursula Gorham (ugorham@umd.edu) 

o Jessica McGilvray (jmcgilvray@alawash.org) 

 

Follow us on Twitter @lib2gov 

 

 


