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The Superior Courts have seen the number of self-represented litigants increase over the
last few decades. Self-represented litigants are those who choose to go through the court
process without an attorney. The growing number of self-represented litigants causes a great
challenge for the courts, especially in family law. This paper will explain the effectiveness
of the Los Angeles Superior Courts Self-Help Centers. The literature review will analyze
the problems and solutions for meeting the needs of self-represented litigants. The analysis
will come from my intern experience at the Pomona-Self Help Center. The effectiveness of
Self-Help Centers will be evaluated through scholarly work and my internship.

in the Pomona Superior Courthouse. The

purpose of the center is to offer assistance

and information for self-represented lit-
igants. While the center does not represent the liti-
gants in court, the center provides the tools so that
litigants can know their rights. An attorney reviews
the paperwork before the litigant files it, to ensure
there are no mistakes. Located inside the courthouse,
the center allows litigants to easily gain information
about the court process before the hearing, access oth-
er programs that are offered by the court, and file with
the clerk’s office on the same visit. Without the cen-
ter’s easy availability, it would be difficult for these
litigants to gain the knowledge needed to go through
the court process without an attorney. To evaluate if
the center meets the challenges of the litigants, the re-
search question for this paper is: Are Self-Help Cen-

I interned at the Self-Help Center located

ters effective at meeting the needs of self-represented
litigants?

This internship was selected to gain firsthand ex-
perience in the justice system. [ was interested in how
someone who does not have an attorney is able to
navigate the court process and receive a fair outcome.
I was able to learn how to provide one-on-one assis-
tance to litigants who came to the center. This intern-
ship allowed me to assist the community, while also
seeing how the courts address the needs of self-rep-
resented litigants. Through my time at the Pomona
Self-Help Center, [ was given the opportunity to think
critically about how effective the center is in helping
these litigants and if any improvements could be made.

The literature review will explain multiple factors
that scholars have found which lead to the effective-
ness of Self-Help Centers. The factors that will be
discussed are neutrality and impartiality, the com-
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plexity of the process, language barriers, online lim-
itations, and complexity of the law. Scholars found
that centers need to be neutral and impartial because
they are available to all litigants and may assist both
sides of a case. In terms of complexity of the process,
because self-represented litigants feel overwhelmed
with the process of opening a case, the center is able
to minimize the stress by providing assistance and
information about the court process. For language
barriers, scholars have mixed views. Some believe
the center has improved its ability to provide infor-
mation in languages other than English. However,
other scholars note how the center is not profession-
ally trained to offer translation and may not correctly
translate the court terminology. Online limitations
will explain how scholars believe the information
that is provided to litigants online is not the same
quality as the information obtained from coming into
the center. The last factor, the complexity of the law,
will discuss how the center cannot assist all cases,
and therefore, some litigants will need to hire an at-
torney or use another program offered by the court.

In the analysis, I use my experience as an ex-
ample to draw connections to the scholars’ work.
In my experience, I have seen each of the factors:
neutrality and impartiality, the complexity of the
process, language barriers, and complexity of
the law in practise. I will utilize the scholars’ re-
search and my time at the Pomona Self-Help Cen-
ter to evaluate how effective the center is at ad-
dressing the needs of self-represented litigants.

Literature Review

Over the years, the number of self-represented
litigants has grown significantly in family courts,
which leads to several challenges. Self-represented
litigants choose not to hire an attorney if they cannot
afford one. Some believe the case is simple enough
to handle on their own (Barclay, 1996). It has been
found that many of these “litigants require additional
time at the clerk’s office and in the courtroom be-
cause they do not understand the procedures or lim-
itations of the court” (Hough, 2004, pg. 306). So, the
court gets packed with these litigants because they
need more attention to understand what is going on
with their case. Also, these litigants tend to lose more
frequently and even if able to win some aspect of
their litigation, self-represented litigants are likely to
forfeit important legal rights during the process (Hil-
bert, 2009). Another challenge is that many of these
litigants speak a language other than English. Since
so many litigants are forced to go to court alone be-
cause of economic hardship, the justice system needs
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to implement services to help or else people will
lose confidence in the courts (Podgers, 1994). There
is no evidence that these numbers will decrease,
so programs need to be created to assist self-rep-
resented litigants. One service that has been estab-
lished to help self-represented litigants are Self-Help
Centers. The factors of running a Self-Help Center
will be evaluated to see how effective the center is
at meeting the needs of self-represented litigants.

Neutrality and Impartiality

Self-Help Centers provide assistance at no charge
and are open to all members of the community re-
gardless of income or immigration status. “Self-
Help Centers provide neutral, non-confidential
information to all court users and must always be
available to sides in any court action” and does not
create attorney-client relationships (Zorza, 2009, pg.
522). Thus, the center will not represent the litigant
at court but will provide information to the litigant
to be able to achieve success at court. By being a
neutral location, it will only provide assistance and
not advice. The reason that no advice is offered is to
maintain the ability to be impartial in the event that
both parties of a case come to the center for help.

A center is opened through a partnership be-
tween the courts and local legal services to provide
services inside the courthouse, which began in the
1990s (Hough, 2004). The location of the center
allows litigants to easily access the center and use
the other resources located at the court during the
same day. Through the opening of the centers, lit-
igants who often encounter problems with forms
and procedures can correct their mistakes (Podgers,
1994). Problems can be solved because the center
was designed to provide assistance to self-repre-
sented litigants who did not have the knowledge
to fill out the paperwork on their own. By having
the paperwork correctly done the first time, the
litigants will not delay their case to fix mistakes.

According to researcher Michelle Flaherty, it is
important to understand the assistance that is avail-
able to self-represented litigants. She explains how
“assistance is not about helping one or the other
party succeed; rather, it is about ensuring that all
parties have a fair opportunity to present their case”
(Flaherty, 2015, pg. 127). Therefore, the center is
not there to help one side of a case win, but rather
provide both sides with the tools to have the ability
to ask for the orders he or she wishes by display-
ing the explanations of why those desired orders are
needed. Another term Flaherty explains is impartial-
ity. It “has been characterized as a legal boundary,”
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Table 1: Key Concepts
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Self-Help Center

Language Barriers g

that should not be crossed. (Flaherty, 2015, pg. 135).
If the legal boundary is crossed, then not only will
the outcome be illegitimate, but also the center will
lose creditability. Therefore, it is important that the
center is impartial in order to allow a fair outcome
to be reached, while also ensuring both sides that no
party was given extra assistance while at the center.

Complexity of the Process

There are multiple benefits to self-help centers.
One is the service provided is cost-efficient and re-
quires low maintenance, which is why self-help cen-
ters are likely to be the first option for courts to address
the increasing numbers of self-represented litigants
(Hilbert, 2009). This is typically the first place, even
before filing, litigants go to in order to gain critical
guidance through the entirety of the case. By know-
ing the court process, self-represented litigants will
not overwhelm the courtroom with hearings. The as-
sistance provided allows cases to be resolved at the
first court appearance, thus there is no need for future
court hearings (Greacen, 2011). Therefore, by not
having to return to court, not only will the court save
time, but also the litigants themselves save time be-
cause they do not have to take time off work to come
to court multiple times. By going to the center, the
self-represented can eliminate the confusion of court.

Neutrality and
Impartiality

Complexity of
the Law

Complexity of
the Process

Judgments are the final step of the court process
to finalize the orders and have an enforceable court
order. This step tends to be the most challenging
for self-represented litigants to handle without any
assistance. Scholar John Greacen conducted a case
study in the trial courts located in California’s San
Joaquin Valley to evaluate the usefulness of self-
help centers. Before the centers were established,
judgements were incorrect, missing information, or
lacked a proper proof of service resulting in all of
them being rejected. (Greacen, 2011). In the case
study, it was found that in post self-help centers
all those errors were fixed and no judgments were
rejected (Greacen, 2011). The centers provided
the assistance needed to eliminate the struggle of
judgments. Also, the time spent at a court hearing
was drastically reduced because the litigants were
aware of their rights and the process of the court.
The case study found that Self-Help Centers save
an average of “at least one hearing per case, 5 to
15 minutes for every court hearing, and an hour of
court staff time related to providing assistance to
self-represented litigants and reviewing proposed
judgments” (Greacen, 2011, pg. 20). Therefore,
rather than taking up the time of the court, litigants
who do not know the process of court or what was
expected of them in a courtroom, could be direct-
ed to the center to gain this necessary knowledge.
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Language Barriers

California is a linguistically diverse state and
there is an obstacle for litigants whose first language
is not English to understand what is being asked
in the courtroom. “Despite extensive efforts by the
courts to recruit and train interpreters, the number
of fully qualified court interpreters has actually de-
clined over the past decade, with the largest single
decrease in Spanish-language interpreters” (Robin-
son, 2008, pg. 1). This means litigants must wait for
an interpreter to be done translating another case in
order to have an interpreter in court with them. An-
other option the litigant has is going to court with-
out an interpreter, which runs the risk of not under-
standing what is being asked in court. If there is no
interpreter present, some litigants choose to have a
third party serve as an interpreter, such as a family
member or friend, to translate during the trial. How-
ever, this does not solve the problem as “study after
study has shown that bilingual speakers who have
no training in court interpretation cannot function
adequately in a court setting” (Robinson, 2008, pg.
2). Thus, litigants who try to solve the problem on
their own will not help themselves since the third
party may not properly translate the judge’s ques-
tions. Litigants who have limited English proficien-
cy should have an interpreter, but there is a high de-
mand and not enough supply of interpreters to fulfill
the litigants need, leaving them with few options.

Self-Help Centers cannot offer interpreters, but
try to help litigants who do not speak proficient En-
glish to understand the court process. Court material
have been translated into different languages to re-
flect the needs of the community (Greacen, 2011).
The translated court material offers explanations of
the process, how to get orders, and what to expect in
the courtroom. There are efforts to address the needs
of the litigants whose primary language is not En-
glish, however, what is currently being offered does
not satisfy the need for interpreters. Self-Help Cen-
ters have not offered interpreters or aid during trial
because the centers do not represent the litigants.
Centers were created to offer assistance in filing the
paperwork and providing information. Since there
is no client relationship established, self-represent-
ed litigants still have to go to court without a staff
member from the Self-Help Center. However, if a
staff member were to go to court with a litigant, it
would not guarantee that the staff member would
offer the same quality of service as a trained inter-
preter. The only individual that should offer trans-
lation to self-represented litigants, who are not
proficient in English, are professional interpreters.
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Online Limitations

The Judicial Council has provided self-represent-
ed litigants with the ability to gather information
about court procedures without having to leave their
homes. An online version of the Self-Help Center
was created by the Judicial Council to provide a flex-
ible way to reach as many litigants as possible (Hil-
bert, 2009). An online Self-Help Center has been cre-
ated in all counties of California. The purpose of the
online Self-Help Centers was to allow litigants the
option of having their questions answered through
the website, rather than having to go to a courthouse
where a center is located. It is free to the public and is
available twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week,
and can be accessed through the Internet. (Chase,
2003). Therefore, if at any time a litigant has a ques-
tion regarding his or her court case, the answer can
be quickly explained. The website was designed to
make it easier for non-attorneys to read and under-
stand. The website was created with self-represented
litigants in mind, therefore it is written in plain En-
glish and not legal terms. This website provides over
1,000 pages of information on legal issues with step
by step instructions for common proceedings. The
standardized mandatory forms can now be filled out
online, which allows the forms to be completed eas-
ily. Also, there are over 2,400 links to other resourc-
es that provide additional legal information (Hough,
2004). Thus, all the information that is available at
the courthouse self-help centers is also available on
the Internet. A few years after the website was es-
tablished, a Spanish translation was made available.

While offering online Self-Help Centers can be
useful for some litigants, not all the needs of litigants
can be met through the website. It is beneficial to
have the ability to access this resource at any time. h

However, it does not provide the most useful
service for self-represented litigants. What most
self-represented litigants need is someone who un-
derstands the court process to explain how paper-
work is filed and what to expect during the trial. As
researcher Deborah Chase explains, the “personal
contact between self-help staff and litigants is cru-
cial” to verify the information is understood (2003,
pg. 415). That is why if possible, litigants should
go to the self-help centers located in the courthouse
to have a more in-depth understanding of the court
process, that cannot be offered through a computer.

Complexity of the Law

Although self-help centers provide a wide array
of information and assistance, not all questions can
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be answered at this location. To help self-represented
litigants get the information and services they need,
self-help centers operate as a major referral source
for other sources. Thus, even if the center cannot pro-
vide assistance, a litigant’s time would not be wasted
at the center because the center can provide a referral
to someone who could provide the needed assistance.
Therefore, the center not only provides assistance,
but also will be able to direct litigants to the resource
that will offer the best assistance for his or her case.

Despite the centers’ best efforts, some litigants’
cases need an attorney. To help those litigants, self-
help centers will refer to pro bono, legal aid, or pri-
vate attorneys who provide low-cost or limited rep-
resentation (Hilbert, 2009). Some attorneys who are
on the referral list offer a free consultation to explain
to the litigant what help the attorney can provide in
gaining the orders that the litigant wishes. Another
option for litigants is hiring an attorney for the most
challenging aspect of the case. In addition, some
attorneys will work pro bono, meaning for free, de-
pending on the financial circumstances of the litigant.

Besides hiring an attorney, other programs offered
by the court can assist a litigant when a Self-Help
Center is not able to be handle the case. For exam-
ple the family law facilitators, which is located in-
side the courthouse. The purpose of the family law
facilitator is to offer assistance for those self-rep-
resented litigants who have questions regarding
child support, maintenance of health insurance, and
spousal support (Hough, 2004). This service works
similarly to the Self-Help Center in that only assis-
tance is provided and no attorney-client relation-
ship is established (Hough, 2004). Litigants will
be familiar with the structure and know the extent
to which family law facilitators will offer assis-
tance. The family law facilitator will provide all
the information regarding monetary issues, which
is not an area that Self-Help Centers assist with.

Conclusion

The challenges faced by self-represented litigants
going through the court process alone need to be
solved. One solution is Self-Help Centers. The tools
that are available online do not provide the same level
of assistance that one would receive at the courthouse
location. Through Self-Help Centers, self-represent-
ed litigants have the ability to better understand the
court process, while also receiving one-on-one assis-
tance to verify the forms are filled out correctly. In-
formation that is provided by the center is neutral and
impartial to ensure the center is not giving advice. The
one-on-one assistance reduces the complexity of the
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process. If the litigant needs help that is beyond the
scope of the Self-Help Center, then the litigant’s next
option is being referred to an attorney, which high-
lights the complexity of the law and how the Self-Help
Center is not able to provide assistance in all cases.
Self-Help Centers offer limited solutions to language
barriers as during the most critical stage of the court
process of the case, the trial, there is no help offered
as the litigants will be alone. Also, not many volun-
teers at the center are bilingual, and those who are bi-
lingual have not been trained to translate through the
court. There are resources available for the self-rep-
resented to have their court process run as smoothly
as possible, but not all challenges have been solved.

Experience

The Judicial Council allocates $1.25 million of the
budget to all courts to establish or enhance self-help
assistance throughout California. Of the $1.25 mil-
lion, Los Angeles County receives $290,548 (Judicial
Council of California, 2007). The Los Angeles Coun-
ty Board of Supervisors then funds and develops Self-
Help Centers throughout the county. Each location is
operated by Neighborhood Legal Services (NLS) staff
comprised of a trained lawyer, knowledgeable pro-
fessionals, and volunteers. The purpose of Self-Help
Centers is to provide information and resources to
litigants so they can effectively represent themselves
in court. Assistance is provided for various cases in-
cluding family law, divorce, paternity, guardianship,
child custody, unlawful detainer, name change, civ-
il restraining order, and civil complaints. Self-Help
Centers fulfills a critical need in Los Angeles County
by providing information and resources to people that
are representing themselves in court without the help
of an attorney. | completed my internship at the Self-
Help Center located inside the Pomona Courthouse.

The volunteers play an essential role in the Self-
Help Center. The number of volunteers that are pres-
ent at the center will determine how many litigants
can be assisted that day. It is the volunteers who are
providing one-on-one assistance to the self-repre-
sented litigants. Thus, there is a demand for volun-
teers to be at the center or else only a small number
of litigants can be assisted. Since the volunteers are
expected to answer the questions of the litigants, it
is important that they are knowledgeable about the
court process and paperwork. Therefore, the train-
ing the volunteers receive at the beginning of their
time at the Self-Help Center is key in being able to
properly assist litigants. A new volunteer will shad-
ow a more experienced volunteer for a few weeks
in order to understand how litigants receive assis-
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tance from the center. During the training period,
the new volunteer will learn about the forms, how
to complete the forms, and the court process. Then
a short reverse shadow period will occur to ensure
the new volunteer is able to handle a case on his or
her own. During this phase of training, the roles will
be reversed as the new volunteer will assist a litigant
while the more experienced volunteer will sit during
the one-on-one assistance to verify everything is
done correctly. Once the volunteer has learned these
skills, he or she can assist a litigant on his or her own.
However, the volunteer is never alone because if
the volunteer has any trouble while assisting a liti-
gant, the paralegals or attorney are always around to
clarify any confusion about what assistance the liti-
gant needs. Without knowledgeable and committed
volunteers, Self-Help Centers would not be able to
assist a large quantity of self-represented litigants.

One volunteer duty is working the front desk to
answer questions of litigants and assigning the as-
sistance they will receive from the center. Some lit-
igants just want information about their case, while
the majority come to the center to receive assistance.

Table 2: Litigation Budget
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Since the center assists on a first-come, first-serve
basis, the litigants that arrive early will be able to
receive assistance that day. Therefore, if litigants
would like to receive assistance, the center recom-
mends arriving at 7 am. To receive assistance, the
litigant will need to bring the necessary documents
with them, which includes: the forms with the name
and address written on each page, federal and state
taxes from the past two years, if filing for a divorce,
and a child support case number if there is an opn
case. If the litigant arrived early enough and with the
necessary information, then that litigant will be set
aside and called when a volunteer is available to pro-
vide one-on-one assistance. If the litigant arrived too
late in the day or did not bring the documents need-
ed, then the center will explain that it is important to
arrive early and what needs to be brought the next
time the litigant comes to the center.

Another volunteer duty is providing one-on-one
assistance to correctly complete the case paperwork.
Each volunteer gets assigned to sit down with a lit-
igant to verify that all the information that is filled
out on the paperwork is true and accurate. If any
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question on the paperwork causes confusion to the
litigant, the volunteer will try to explain the ques-
tion in terms that the litigant will understand. Once
all the paperwork is complete, a paralegal will ver-
ify the paperwork is completed correctly. If there
are any errors, the paralegal will explain what needs
correction and the volunteer will take the forms back
to the litigant to make the corrections before having
the attorney at the Self-Help Center review the pa-
perwork. If there are no corrections, then the paper-
work can go directly to attorney review. The attorney
will review the cases in the order in which they are
completed. Once the paperwork is reviewed, the at-
torney will either ask that the litigant make some cor-
rections or if there are no errors on the form, then the
attorney will state copies can be made. Two copies
will be made and handed back to the litigant along
with the original copy. The final step in assisting a
litigant is giving instructions on how to file the pa-
perwork and the next steps in the case. Before the
paperwork is filed, it has been reviewed by two pro-
fessionals, which allows the litigant to be confident
that the paperwork has been completed correctly.

Analysis

The literature review outlined how scholars be-
lieve Self-Help Centers address some, but not all,
the challenges self-represented litigants will face
during the court process. Since not all challenges
are solved through the Self-Help Center, then the
center is effective only to a certain extent. Through
my internship experience, I had the opportunity to
be involved in a Self-Help Center and learn what
is required to assist self-represented litigants. I
have seen connections between my experience and
the scholars” work, which will be explained in this
section. This section will highlight how the Pomo-
na Self-Help Center addresses the issues of neu-
trality and impartiality, the complexity of the pro-
cess, language barriers, and complexity of the law.

Neutrality and Impartiality

Zorza argued Self-Help Centers provide neutral
and non-confidential information to all court users
that is available to both sides in a court case (2009).
In many instances, one will open the case and a few
weeks after, the respondent will come to the center to
answer. When this happens, volunteers are to remain
impartial and provide each with the same information.
Also, when providing information, the volunteer can-
not advise a litigant. If a litigant asks a question that
begins with “should,” the volunteer must be careful in
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answering because “should” questions tend to lead to
advice. If the question begins with “could,” then that
question is acceptable to answer because that is in-
forming the litigant about the possible directions the
case could go. Being able to recognize the difference
between the two will take some practice, but it is an
important concept to understand because this will en-
sure all parties have a fair opportunity. Without guar-
anteeing fairness, the center is at risk of going beyond
its purpose and behaving like attorneys. Therefore,
it is imperative that volunteers are trained proper-
ly and understand the significance of their work.

Another argument made by Hough is that a center
located inside a courthouse allows litigants easy ac-
cess to the services (2004). If the litigant needs to use
another service located at the court, then it is easier
for litigants to accomplish multiple tasks in one day.
By having the center inside the courthouse, it allows
litigants to file paperwork the same day. Also, after
a court hearing, a litigant can come to the center to
ask about the next step of his or her case. In some
instances, some litigants are missing necessary docu-
ments to receive assistance from the center that day.
To help with this potential problem, the center will
look at the case summary and highlight what forms
are missing. The litigant will take the highlighted
case summary down to the clerk’s office to ask for
a copy of what is highlighted. Then the litigant can
return to the center with those documents to receive
assistance that day. If the Self-Help Center was not
located inside the courthouse, then this would not
be possible and the center would be less efficient.

Complexity of the Process

The scholarly argument by Hilbert states that Self-
Help Centers provide services that are cost-efficient
and require low-maintenance, that allows self-rep-
resented litigants to gain guidance about their case
(2009). The front desk of the center will explain how
a litigant can start their case and the steps that will
follow once a case has been opened. After completing
the paperwork, the litigant can return to the center for
help with next steps or answer any questions that arise.
The Self-Help Center can provide the litigant with
the information necessary to handle the case on his or
her own. This is an effective way to answer the ques-
tions typically asked at the clerk’s office or during the
trial, which makes the courthouse more productive.

In addition, Podgers explained how through the
opening of the centers, litigants who often encoun-
ter problems with forms and procedures, can correct
their mistakes (1994). The center is the location for
litigants to complete error-free paperwork. Many
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eyes review the paperwork before the litigant files it,
which eliminates the chance of the paperwork con-
taining errors. While this allows the litigant to feel
confident that the paperwork is done completely; this
is a slow process as the paralegals need to be free to
check the paperwork. Also, with only one attorney
at the Pomona Self-Help Center, only a small num-
ber of litigants can be helped in one day. Typically,
the center will have 60 to 100 litigants arrive at the
center in one day, some just to ask questions, but the
majority are in need of assistance. However, it is not
possible for all the litigants to receive one-on-one as-
sistance, so many have to be turned away and told
to come back earlier on another day. If there were
two attorneys at the Self-Help Center, then it would
be possible for more litigants to receive assistance,
which would increase the effectiveness of the center.

Greacen, in his scholarly work, discussed how
cases are resolved with fewer court appearances with
the assistance of Self-Help Centers (2011). While
a representative from the center will not appear in
court with the litigant, the center tries its best to ex-
plain what is expected in court. Before filing paper-
work, the volunteer will explain the court process and
will answer any questions. However, since some time
passes between the litigant’s visit to the center and
his or her court appearance, it is possible for the liti-
gant to forget the information about how the trial will
go. Also, for family law cases there are no pamphlets
or information that the litigant can take home unless
he or she wrote down what the volunteer explained
on the day the paperwork was completed. For unlaw-
ful detainer cases, more information is provided as
the center will play a video for the litigant to watch
while his or her paperwork is in attorney review. It
would be a good idea to have videos for cases of fam-
ily law since that is the majority of cases the Pomona
Self-Help Center assists with. This would allow liti-
gants, who have family law cases, to get a visualiza-
tion of how the trial will go. The center tries its best
to give litigants the tools and knowledge to represent
themselves in court, however, more could be done.

Another finding of Greacen, was that Self-Help
Centers located in the San Joaquin Valley have elim-
inated errors made in judgments and no judgments
have been rejected since the centers began offering
this assistance (2011). Judgments can be completed
once all matters have been discussed and agreed upon
by both parties. When a litigant comes to the center
to complete his or her judgment, all the documents
filed in the case and the minutes of the trial must be
brought in. This is so the volunteer who assists in the
judgment will have all the necessary information.
The volunteer will type all the judgment documents
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and the litigant will verify that all the information is
correct. The judgment is what the final orders will
be, therefore, it is important that there are no errors.
By completing the forms of judgment, the Self-Help
Center drastically minimizes the chance of error,
since an attorney will review the judgment before
taking the paperwork to file. There are instances when
litigants believe they can handle the judgment with-
out any help and often times will be rejected. Then
they must come to the center to fix those errors. Thus,
if the litigant wants the judgment to be done correctly
the first time, it is wise to receive help at a center.

While judgments are done at the Pomona Self-
Help Center, not all the volunteers know how to
complete judgments. Of all the volunteers, I am the
only one who has been trained to complete judg-
ments, so the majority of my time spent at the cen-
ter is finishing the final step of the court process. If
I am not at the center that day, then a paralegal is
responsible for completing the judgment. It is un-
clear why I have been the only volunteer trained
to do judgments. 1 believe all volunteers should
be trained to know how to assist in judgments.

Language Barriers

According to Robinson, only those who have been
trained to translate will offer quality translation and
the number of professional interpreters in the courts
has decreased (2008). The Pomona Self-Help Center
has not been trained to translate, but if a volunteer
does speak another language, he or she will use bilin-
gual capabilities to try to translate for a litigant. How-
ever, this does not mean a correct translation will be
offered. There have been instances when a volunteer
may not know how to correctly translate, but will try
his or her best to explain the process. For example,
some volunteers, including myself, have had trouble
explaining stocks, bonds, and sanctions. Therefore, it
takes some time to attempt to translate one of these
terms, but it may not be the correct translation. To
fix this issue, it would be a good idea for volunteers
who are bilingual to be trained on how to properly
translate court terminology. That way, there would
be no issue of incorrectly translating for litigants.

Greacen argued that court material has been trans-
lated into different languages to assist the litigants
who do not speak fluent English (2011). The Pomona
Self-Help Center provides how-to guides in both En-
glish and Spanish. These guides explain what each
question is asking in the paperwork in case the liti-
gant does not want to wait for one-on-one assistance
with a volunteer. The paperwork itself is not translat-
ed into Spanish, but with a guide available it makes
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it easier for Spanish-speaking litigants to know what
the paperwork is asking. Even though these guides
are offered, the majority of Spanish-speaking liti-
gants would prefer to receive assistance from a Span-
ish-speaking volunteer. The challenge I have seen in
the center is that there are not enough Spanish-speak-
ing volunteers. On the days that I volunteer, I am one
of two volunteers that speak Spanish. However, there
are some days when no volunteer speaks Spanish,
meaning the paralegals will have to assist the Span-
ish-speaking litigants. Since there is a short supply
of staff who speak Spanish, often times the Span-
ish-speaking litigant will have to wait a little longer
for someone who speaks Spanish to be free. There-
fore, these litigants are at a disadvantage of being
helped on the day they would like because of the few
volunteers present at the center who speak Spanish.

Another issue is that the center does not provide
translation for languages other than Spanish. During
my time at the Pomona Self-Help Center, I have seen
how it can be a challenge to provide assistance for
litigants who speak Mandarin. There have been in-
stances where an Asian litigant, who is not fluent in
English, cannot get proper assistance because of the
language barrier. There is only one volunteer who
speaks Mandarin and he is not at the center every
day. When no one in the center is able to commu-
nicate with the Asian litigant, the Pomona location
would either try to call an interpreter to help translate
between the staff member and the litigant or the lit-
igant will be directed to another location, either the
Self-Help Center in Pasadena or Downtown Los An-
geles, to receive assistance. Also, there are no guides
offered in Mandarin or any other language besides
English and Spanish. Thus, the center has overlooked
the needs of its litigants who speak other languages,
besides the two most common languages. It would
be a good idea to have the documents in our comput-
ers in multiple languages, in the case someone who
is not able to speak Spanish or English comes into
the center. This would allow them to receive some
information. Therefore, the center needs to expand
its information into multiple languages because the
community does not just speak Spanish and English.

Complexity of the Law

According to Hilbert, there are some litigants
whose needs go beyond the help of the Self-Help Cen-
ter and need to be referred to another service (2009).
The Pomona Self-Help Center does provide referrals,
which are typically given at the front. The Family
Law Facilitator is the where litigants should go if their
case is only about financial issues, such as child or
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spousal support. Some litigants make the mistake of
thinking the center will help with monetary disputes,
however, if that is the only issue of the case the cen-
ter will not be able to help. Luckily, the Family Law
Facilitator is also located in the Pomona Courthouse,
so the litigant can still receive assistance that same
day. Another referral the center provides is lawyer re-
ferral. The litigant will come to the front and explain
his or her situation and then the center will provide
the phone number and address of multiple lawyers
who will be able to better assist. These lawyers will
provide service for a low-cost or can be hired for only
one aspect of the case. Therefore, there are instances
when a litigant needs professional help, which is why
the center tries to provide lawyers that provides ser-
vices at a lower cost. Therefore, the center keeps up
to date its referral list to guide the litigant to the best
location to obtain the help he or she needs.

In addition, not all Self-Help Centers provide as-
sistance for the same type of cases. There are cases the
Pomona location does not provide assistance for, but
another Self-Help Center does. An example would be
the El Monte Self-Help Center, it provides assistance
for worker’s rights, while Pomona does not. Thus,
Pomona will advise the litigant to go to the El Monte
location to be able to receive assistance that meets
the litigant’s needs. Since there are multiple centers
within Los Angeles County, it allows each location to
specialize in assisting certain cases. This may seem
like an inconvenience to the litigant because the court
closest to his or her home does not meet his or her
needs. However, it would be a challenge for each
center to have the knowledge for all types of cases.

Conclusion

From the scholarly research and my intern experi-
ence, I can conclude that Self-Help Centers are effec-
tive at meeting the needs of self-represented litigants
to a certain extent. Scholars have identified several
variables which are needed to have an effective Self-
Help Center. However, not all the areas have been
fulfilled, meaning there are areas of improvement to
increase the level of effectiveness. In all the factors, it
was shown how the center tries its best to help satis-
fy all the needs of each self-represented litigants, but
because of the complexity of the process and law, the
center could only help so much. Also, language barri-
ers are a serious obstacle that needs to be addressed,
otherwise litigants whose primary language is not En-
glish will have a challenge with the court process, even
with the assistance of currently available programs.

In my analysis, I evaluated the level of how effec-
tive each of these factors were in my case study and
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saw the areas in which the Pomona Self-Help Center
was lacking. Since the volunteers are the ones who
provides the one-on-one assistance, it is important
that enough volunteers work at the center to ensure
people are being helped. The volunteers must learn
not only the paperwork and the court process, but also
how provide impartial assistance. Litigants who come
to the center do not all speak English. Thus, the cen-
ter should make an effort to find volunteers who are
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