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teaching

ach year law firm libraries search

for ways to support their firms’

missions. Sometimes this means
getting the latest and greatest online
gadgets. Other times it means going back
to the basics. Many firms have identified
a growing need to create legal research
training curriculums that address the
gap between law school research classes
and the firms’ research needs.

For some law firms this is a new
development, and for others the
librarians have been in control of the
legal research program all along. Either
way, a benchmark document helps to
plan the training curriculum and to
evaluate the outcome.

The following article brings up
many of the benchmarks necessary for a
new associate to function in a law firm.
While each law firm is different, and a
benchmark document by necessity needs
to be personalized to the firm, there is
still room for common ground.

Addressing the
Research Question

In pursuit of creating a basic list,
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research

I sent an e-mail to the law-lib online
discussion list in July 2008 requesting
suggestions for benchmarks. While
the law-lib list has different kinds of
librarians participating, only law
librarians contributed benchmarks to
the ideas listed below.

In order for attorneys to be effective,
they need to learn how to address the
research question itself. Many librarians
note that a research training session
should tell attorneys to stop and look
at the question before diving into
online resources. While it is hard to
list “thinking” as a benchmark, it is
nevertheless the most vital part of
the research process.

For new attorneys, it is important to
let them know the library is a research
source so they do not spend lots of time
and money searching in the wrong
place. Until they learn how to frame
the question and what sources are
appropriate, they need to let a librarian
guide their unfamiliar research.

Understanding the Law
Every librarian who responded to the
e-mail stated in one way or another that

(continued on page 27)

Legal Research
Benchmarks

The Research Steps

A Understand the Problem
The progression of statutory
material through government
agencies

¢ The progression of cases
through the court: pleading,
discovery, motions, trial,
judgment, and appeals

e An understanding of lawmaking
by the legislative branch and
how the executive branch
interacts with that process; this
helps with the understanding
of legislative history and its
limitations

¢ The role of government agencies

e Agency regulations; no agency
regulation can exist without
legislative authority

B. Frame the Issues
* Preparation before beginning
research

e Legal encyclopedias
e Digests
e Secondary sources
o Articles

C. What Tools Do | Use and
Cost-Effective Techniques

1. Print Materials
¢ Advance sheets

¢ Indexes
e Table of authorities
o State legislative code

 State secondary source
materials

o Federal administrative codes
and state digests

 State administrative codes
 Federal digests
e Digest research
¢ Secondary source research

2. Online Materials and Search
Strategies
e Case law research

e Citator services research

3. Both Print and Online Searches
e State reporters
o Federal reporters
¢ Legislative code research
e Legislative history research

D. Time Management



setting the bar— continued from page 13

law firm associates need to know how
the law comes into being. “I would
include the rather broad topic of
understanding the structure of
government,” says Steve Whiteside,
librarian at Sheppard, Mullin, Richter
& Hampton, LLP, in San Diego.
“Law school often focuses on the
judicial branch through case study.
Law students come out prepared to be
appellate judges more than lawyers,”
he continues. “They need to understand
how cases progress through the courts.
Often they fail to break down the
litigation process into its separate
components: pleading, discovery,
motions, trial, judgment, and appeal.
They need to know what they should
expect to find in the court rules.”

The next popular benchmark was
cost-effective researching. Most people
automatically think of online research
when the phrase “cost-effective research”
comes up. But it turns out that a good
fundamental knowledge of print
resources creates the springboard for
cost-effective research online.

For instance, many librarians believe
their associates need to know how to
use table of contents, indices, and tables,
which make researching more cost
effective in either print or online.

The other side of the coin of cost-
effective research is knowing which
online sources will yield what the
attorney needs. To a certain extent, this
requires attorneys learning as they go.
However, if they are made aware of what
sources are available at their firms, then
they have a head start; they can evaluate
which sources they will need to answer
their questions.

Evaluating sources popped up in

different forms throughout the responses.

One librarian expressed a need to
evaluate good and bad online sources.
Another wanted the associates to learn
what can be found in an online database
versus a print treatise.

While this benchmark coincides with
the thinking process, it also should be
addressed along with specific resources.
For instance, when talking about online
Web sites, the discussion should address
the difference between a .com and a .gov
site. Therefore, the topic of cost-effective
research is put as an overall topic in the

benchmark list on page 13.

Once your benchmark list is in place, the
challenge is to figure out how to teach
all of this information to your attorneys.
The benchmark list makes the process
easier in that you can design a 101
course that hits all the topics or divide
them into sections for more advanced
classes, depending on the audience you
are teaching.

Some of the local librarians in Miami
are developing video training sessions
that can be viewed at the attorneys’
discretion or used in a formal training
session. The method you choose should
be tailored to your firm.

No matter the method, it is essential
that you evaluate your training sessions to
ensure that your benchmarks are adequate.
While the traditional evaluation technique
is to survey, it is worthwhile to see if there
are alternative evaluation techniques that
would work better for your attorneys. One
possibility is to hold a series of classes that
build upon each other so the attorneys
need to demonstrate prior learned research
knowledge.

Whatever method you choose to
teach legal research training to your
attorneys, the benchmark list makes it
easier for you to define your goals and
see if you meet them. This method will
also give you a measurable service that
the library has provided the firm. So the
next time your management asks what
have you done for us lately, you will have
the answer at hand. l



