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FRANKLIN COUNTY MUNICIPAL 
COURT SELF HELP CENTER AND 

ACCESS TO JUSTICE

Ohio Association of Municipal/County Court Clerks 

Fall Conference, October 6, 2022

WHAT IS ACCESS TO JUSTICE?

• “The fair chance to secure your rights under the law.”1

• Three main access to justice goals:2

• Promote Court accessibility

• Ensure fairness

• Increase efficiency 

1. https://ncaj.org/what-access-justice
2. https://www.justice.gov/atj
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OHIO AND ACCESS TO JUSTICE: 
2020 NCAJ JUSTICE INDEX1

1. https://ncaj.org/state-rankings/2021/justice-index

Ohio’s Access to Justice Index Stats:

• Overall Score: 36.1 out of 100

• Ranked 24th overall

• Ranked 40th for services to Self-Represented 

Litigants
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WHAT IS A SELF-HELP CENTER?

• A Court office that provides help to individuals who are unrepresented.1

• Most self-help centers do not provide legal advice - only legal information

• Since no legal advice is given, most self-help centers do not need to screen for conflicts.

• It is common for self-help centers to have more relaxed indigency, citizenship, and other 
requirements than a local legal aid office, allowing for greater access to general 
information.

• Self-help models vary greatly. The Self-Represented Litigation Network’s Self-Help page 
is a great resource to learn about different models. 2

1. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dWUmmDUbjik
2. https://www.srln.org/taxonomy/term/276

SELF-HELP CENTERS: PART OF A 
SPECTRUM OF SERVICES

• There is no one-size-fits-all solution for access to justice

• Self-help centers are not a one-size-fits-all solution, but they are part of a 
larger access to justice landscape

• All parts of this spectrum are equally important

vs.
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Background: FCMC Self Help Resource Center

• People who cannot afford representation still need access to courts

• Ohio Supreme Court

• Task Force on Access to Justice, Report and Recommendations, March 2015

• Recommended self-help centers “as an option to respond to the needs of those who are unable to 
afford legal services.”

• Self-help centers “have been shown to have a positive impact on court procedure, with pro se 
litigants filing more complete paperwork.”

• Columbus Bar Association, New Lawyers Section

• Center created in 2015 as a result of these conversations

• We were the first Municipal Court Self Help Center in the State

A COLLABORATION SUCCESS STORY
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What We Do

• Provide legal information about 
civil Municipal Court matters

• Offer informational material

• Access to legal resources

• Refer Visitors to legal services

• Provide positive court 
interactions 

• We DO NOT provide legal 
advice

FCMC Self Help Resource Center

375 South High Street, 16th Floor

Columbus, OH 43215

Website: www.fcmcselfhelpcenter.org

SERVICES PROVIDED

Criminal Record 
Sealing/Expungement

Eviction, Escrow, and other 
housing needs

Small Claims

General Division Claims

Debt Collection

Driver License Reinstatement
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FCMC Self Help Resource 
Center Services

LEGAL ASSISTANCE FROM 
ATTORNEYS

STUDENT NAVIGATOR 
PROGRAM

SOCIAL WORK NAVIGATOR 
PILOT PROJECT

Student 
Navigator 
Program

Wayfinding

Intake

Form 
assistance

Law students, paralegal 
students, and undergraduates 

assist Center Visitors with 
various basic legal tasks
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Social Work Navigator Pilot Project

What We Do

• Provide short-term 
assistance in order to 
connect individuals with 
longer-term supports

• Help develop a plan with 
individuals when they 
leave the center 

• Provide individuals with an 
understanding of what 
resources are available to 
them and how to access 
them 

Identify and assist with additional resources to 
promote full engagement in justice system 

Work with court attendees to navigate the 
issues that are likely to bring them back to 
court in the future 

Provide supportive services to those in crisis 

CENTER STATS

Visitors per Quarter

2 0 2 1  V i s i t o r s  S e r v e d :  1 2 , 4 6 6

2 0 2 2  P r o j e c t e d :  1 3 , 0 0 0  V i s i t o r s

13

14



10/4/2022

8

CHALLENGES

• Location

• Originally not in the Courthouse, moving to the Courthouse improved access

• Growth

• Have a plan for growing staff and increased usage

• Community Outreach

• When possible, find ways to connect with the community outside of the Courthouse

• Funding

• Always be on the lookout for new funding opportunities

• Staffing

• Recruiting and maintaining quality paid staff, volunteers, and interns should remain a 
consistent priority

• Encourage self-care among staff to mitigate burnout

CREATING SERVICES FOR YOUR 
COURT
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BRAINSTORMING: WHAT DOES YOUR 
COURT NEED?

• Engage the community

• What are common issues that you see?

• Are there changes in filing trends?

• How much funding and support do you 
have for a project?

WHAT CAN I DO NOW?

• A great deal of information can be provided by Clerks’ offices without crossing 
the line into legal advice

• Consider creating a “Safe Harbor Policy” so that everyone understands what is 
acceptable as information and what is considered advice in your jurisdiction.

17

18



10/4/2022

10

INFORMATION

• Facts about the legal process

• Factual information: questions that begin 
with who what when where, or how

• Staff can tell a litigant how to file a motion

• Information is educating

• Think: what information does the litigant 
need in order to make their own decision?

• Telling a litigant the course of action that 
they should take to further their best 
interests

• Opinion information: questions that 
contain words like “should” or “whether”

• Staff cannot tell a litigant whether they 
should file a motion

• Advice is counseling

ADVICE

INFORMATION V. ADVICE

GENERAL TIPS: LEGAL INFORMATION

• Website rule: if the answer is easily accessible online, then it is likely legal 
information

• When someone asks you a question for legal advice, answer the question they 
should have asked that you are permitted to answer

• Never answer:

• Will I win my case?

• How will the Judge decide?

• What do I write on this form?

• What is the statute of limitations?
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OTHER ATJ PROJECTS: FORMS

• Simplified forms can help a litigant without needing any assistance from staff

• Easy and efficient way to provide assistance and improve court efficiency

• Lower cost than hiring dedicated help center staff

OTHER ATJ PROJECTS: INFO GUIDES

• Providing written materials help to reduce the risk of giving legal advice

• Keep plain language in mind

• Avoid legal jargon and complicated sentences

• Aim for a reading level of grade 8 or below

• Reading level tools can be found online

• Perform user testing whenever possible
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TRAUMA-INFORMED CARE

• Individuals in Court often bring underlying 
challenges and issues that are exacerbated by Court 
or are the reason they are in Court

• Trauma-informed care training can help staff to 
understand these issues and to help people stay 
within their “window of tolerance.”

• Trauma-informed informative assistance can be 
given without giving legal advice.

ACCESS TO JUSTICE RESOURCES
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SELF-REPRESENTED 
LITIGATION NETWORK

Working groups
Conference

Research and 
Publications

NATIONAL CENTER FOR STATE COURTS

Technical Assistance
Research and 
Publications
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Ohio Legal Help
www.ohiolegalhelp.org

Contact:

Susan Choe, Executive Director 

schoe@ohiolegalhelp.org

Ohio Legal Help: Task Force Recommendation

• 92% of the civil legal needs of low-income individuals, nationwide and in 

Ohio, go unmet – “the justice gap”

• In 2015, the Supreme Court of Ohio convened the Task Force on Access to 

Justice. Its report outlined recommendations to close the justice gap 

• The Task Force recommended the “development and maintenance of a 

statewide website devoted to providing free and accurate legal information 

to Ohio residents”
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Ohio Legal Help: “Guide, Inform, Connect”

• Ohio Legal Help provides a mobile-first portal that: 

• Guides users quickly to the relevant legal topic 

through triage and simple navigation; 

• Informs users of their legal options and provides 

tools to empower users to take the next steps 

through plain language legal information and 

self-help tools including a turbo tax like form 

assembly; and,  

• Connects users to curated community-based 

resources based on their legal and social needs, 

demographics, and geography – including court 

self-help centers, legal aid, bar associations

and community action agencies.

Ohio Legal Help: How to Video 
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Ohio Legal Help: Core Topic Areas

• Family

• Housing 

• Money and Debt

• COVID-19 Resources

• Veterans and 

Servicemembers 

• Seniors

• Public Benefits

• Education 

• Immigration 

• Crime and Traffic 

• Going to Court

Helpful Hint: OLH’s Community Partners use its Site Map as a quick guide to all the top legal 

areas and forms

Ohio Legal Help

• Available in English and 

Spanish

• 90,000 visits a month; 75,000 

users a month

• To date, over 1.5 million users 

from all 88 Ohio counties have 

received assistance via Ohio 

Legal Help and have had more 

than 4.7 million page views

• 800,000 users are expected to 

use Ohio Legal Help this year
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QUESTIONS?

• Email: Robert.Southers@franklincountymunicourt.org

• Phone: 614-645-0517

NOTE: The Self Help Resource Center is a walk-in service only. Please do not share this 
contact information with individuals in need of Center services.
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