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What is the Michigan Legal 
Help (MLH) Program?

Two Parts of the MLH Program:
Interactive website with information & forms
Affiliated local staffed self-help centers

Two Goals of the MLH Program:
Free and accurate legal information
Help and referrals for Michigan residents



The Need for Self-Help Assistance
High number of Self-Represented Litigants

• 2010 Berrien County divorce study:  in 80% of cases, one party 
representing self; in 50%, both parties representing selves

• Lack of centralization means gaps, duplications, and uneven 
quality of self-help resources

Limited Resources for Legal Aid

• Nationally, < 20% of civil legal needs of low income persons 
are met

• From 2000-2012, 56% increase in number of low-income 
persons who qualify for free legal aid in Michigan

Presenter
Presentation Notes

New technologies make user-friendly, quality online resources possible�
(generally persons at or below 125% of Federal Poverty Level, e.g. $19,663 annual income for a family of two)
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Presentation Notes
Because Michigan does not have a civil right to counsel (except in limited cases - see attached McBride case), and we can't wait for that to happen in MI, a bunch of different stakeholders got together for SOS and created MLH as one way to help fill the justice gap.  We'd prefer everyone everywhere every time be able to have lawyers, but... That is not realistic. In fact, MLH stats show the need for counsel (and see our MJI PPT slides on need) and the fact that #2 MLH hit is find a lawyer means people (including poor people) need/want lawyers.  



Why Michigan Legal Help Works

1. Target resources to create and maintain 
accurate and accessible information for self-
represented litigants.

2. Centralized resources are time- and cost-
efficient - improvements and innovations 
benefit all users, funders and courts.

3. MLH is built on a foundation of partnerships 
with a broad range of stakeholders, and 
collaboration remains strong.
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1. All content goes through a long development process that includes review by substantive law experts, review by a committee of substantive law leaders, and two rounds of plain language review. All content is reviewed at least once a year, and modified between reviews when errors or changes in the law are identified. 
Are we perfect? Websites are living creatures that can usually easily adapt to change – that’s what makes them so useful in this context. 
We pay very close attention to details like accuracy and accessibility, and have a group of practitioners who are dedicated to helping us make this an excellent resource

b/c of MLH, litigants come to court with all the forms they need; forms that are legible and (more likely) properly filled out; have had the opportunity to read background info on what they are doing; have been given step-by-step instructions. Some litigants have been told they don’t qualify for certain things like small claims or expungement, this will also eliminate some erroneous filings. Others have been told their cases are too complicated for self-representation, and that MLH cannot help them.

2. Efficiency – work we do with a staff of 5 – best if everyone had an attorney, but not realistic. We can help tens of thousands of people represent themselves with just 5 people.  One of the reasons the website was created was to create a centralized depository of resources. MLH is not everything to everyone – but it provides a lot of related resources in one place. Centrality means that individual courts don’t have to create and update and maintain their own SRL materials – saving resources (see #2). Also, when things change, we can make one change to our interviews and the forms are updated for everyone in the state – see #3 about adaptability. It also means that we become experts in things like plain language, web accessibility, drafting of interviews – because this is all we do. This lets you be the experts on doing what you do – and not worrying about these other things.

3. MLH was born from the statewide Solutions on self-Help Taskforce that was started in 2009 by then- SCCJ Marilyn Kelly. Stakeholders of this committee included individuals from SCAO, MJI, judges, clerks, librarians, private attorneys, legal services attorneys, and others. Tho the SOSTF is sunset, we recognize the importance of continuing the broad partnerships with SCAO (forms, LEP, e-filing) and others (bar, bar foundation, legal aid, SHCs, LAW SCHOOLS RE LIVEHELP WITH PRO BONO LAW STUDENTS). We continue to work closely with these partnerships because they help us to make MLH a better resource, but also because these connections help everyone understand the need for civil legal aid for the poor.  



MLH and Civil Right to Counsel

• MLH is part of a continuum - self-help to 
limited assistance to full representation 

• Absent civil right to counsel, need to use a 
variety of techniques to provide access as a 
broader responsibility of the justice system
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Presentation Notes
Some view the most significant part of Turner v. Rogers as a shift from access to courts defined as appointing counsel for individuals, to a broader responsibility on the justice system as a whole to use a variety of techniques to provide access. These techniques include things like self-help websites, like MLH, which are essentially neutral legal informational services. These techniques also include staffed self-help centers, which provide a higher level of assistance to a fewer number of people, but still far short of full representation – another place on the continuum of services that can improve the experiences of srls.
Any techniques to provide access must include the elements of collaboration, innovation and efficiency.  Since the start MLH has collaborated with a wide variety of stakeholders. While it is not the first such website, it is innovative in some ways and certainly builds upon the innovative history of other statewide websites and self-help center models around the country. As for efficiency, remember the chart of one legal aid attorney for over 21,000 qualified clients in michigan - with a staff of 5 and a relatively small budget, we are able to create and maintain Michigan Legal Help which reaches nearly 10,000 people per week at this time. 




What is MichiganLegalHelp.org?

Legal Information Content
• Toolkits containing Articles, Common Questions, 

Interactive Forms and Procedural Instructions 
• Videos
• LiveHelp

Referral Content
• Referrals to Attorneys, Self-Help Centers, Courts, 

and Community Organizations

http://www.michiganlegalhelp.org/


• Since launch on 8/17/12, 
1,843,475 page views & 
480,638 visits 

• Since 1/2014 weekly visit 
rates over 9,000; now 
over 13,000

• In 2013, 55,911  
interviews started; 30,994 
sets of forms created –
85/day

• MLH-Affiliated Self-Help 
Centers open in Allegan, 
Oscoda, Oakland (2 sites), 
Muskegon, Monroe, and 
Marquette and Wayne 
counties

MLH at 
a Glance
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Presentation Notes
MLH website launched on 8/17/2012. Highlight some statistics about the site. Stats are all as of 3/1/13, except LHI stats which are only through end of 2013. Efficient use of resources can be seen here – existing legal services attorneys couldn’t reach this many people. 




Subject Area Landing Page
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Presentation Notes
If they select a subject area, they will see the available resources (toolkits always listed first).  Can filter by content type, or legal issue; or explore content on their own.



Top portion of a toolkit



Interviews: A2J Interface



Answer interview, continued
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Presentation Notes
Here is an example of a screen where users enter data that is then used to fill in blanks on the corresponding forms.



Answer 
form
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Presentation Notes
At the end of the interview, the user gets completed forms. This is an example of the form that is generated at the end of the interview that I just showed you – the civil answer. It is the SCAO form filled in with information from the user’s input.



Interviews: Hotdocs Interface



Interviews: Hotdocs Interface
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Divorce screening questions



Divorce 
Complaint



Frequently Asked Questions
• Ayuda Legal de Michigan to launch in 4/14
• MichiganLegalHelp.org open and available to 

everyone, 24/7
• It’s a website, not an app – no download
• No log-in or saving of info or data on the Michigan 

Legal Help website
• Law Help Interactive – site security; ability to log in 

and save info
• Can use mobile device to access website
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Access at any time
No download, no mess no fuss
MLH takes no user data whatsoever – passive analytics are collected, but nothing else
Same level of security as bank or credit union; about half the states in US use LHI to host automated interviews; all content is created and maintained by us, they just host the interviews and maintain the saved data.
Newly improved mobile version launched at beginning of september; can also do interviews on mobile device



Self-Help Centers

• Staffed by non-lawyer Navigators who give legal 
information, not legal advice

• Several models:
• Courthouse, staffed by new or existing staff
• Public Library, staffed by librarians
• Law Library, staffed by librarians
• Community Agency, staffed by existing or new staff
• Integrate volunteers into any model

• MLHP provides training and ongoing support
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SHCs are an important part of the MLH Program. These are brick and mortar centers where people can go to access a computer with internet so they can access the website, but also places where they can get more help. The SHCs are staffed by Navigators who give legal information, but not advice. However, navigators can still give people a lot of assistance without crossing that line into legal advice – hopefully enough assistance to again help people succeed in completing their court process. And by success I don’t necessarily mean success on the merits – but success in that they are able to access the court system, have their voices heard, and adequately advocate for themselves.

SHCs can exist in many different formats – here are the ones we have seen so far. The biggest expense is staff, and space, so if these can be donated or incorporated into an existing model – it can be very easy to open a Self-Help Center.

MLHP provides assistance in setting up the center, provides PR materials (signs, business cards, flyers, posters, etc.) specific to the self-help center; crafts a press release for the grand opening, and trains the staff on using the website and in distinguishing between legal information and legal advice. Once a SHC is open we are always available for help and guidance to individual centers. SHCs also have a unique landing page for the website that is their own. 

MLHP also provides ongoing training through quarterly webinars and keeps all navigators connected with one another through a community list serve. Our goal is to open a SHC in every county eventually, and to create a community of navigators who support and assist one another in addition to being assisted and supported by the MLHP.



Limits of MLH

1. People don’t always read/understand what 
we provide.

2. We don’t have everything (yet).
3. We don’t have all the answers that people 

want.
4. We will never have some things.
5. Not every litigant or every case is 

appropriate for self-representation.
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Limits are real, and it is important to recognize them and for all of us to be on the same page. MLH works best when we can manage people’s expectations.

We make it as simple as possible, and present information in a variety of ways, but still some people don’t read it, or understand it. Not going to be everything to everyone – part of the continuum.
We are a team of 5 people, and developing content takes time, especially when we work so hard to make it accurate and accesible.
Some people will always have questions that are too specific for the website. Some people will want or need legal advice in order to proceed, and we can’t provide that.

There are some things we will never have – info on felony criminal law; info on how to defend a mortgage foreclosure suit; a form for people to use to sue a landlord for a lockout; how to deal with certain complicated interstate family law issues. Focus on forms-based cases; those affecting low-income people; those that are most appropriate for self-representation.
We already talked about this, but it bears repeating. While many people can sufficiently represent themselves, there are still a large number who cannot for one reason or another – their case type isn’t covered by MLH; their individual case is so complicated that they need legal advice or representation to move through the court system, let alone to be successful. The vision is these clients can be the priority for full representation by legal services and others. 





Q: Who can MLH help?

A: Many people who will represent 
themselves in civil legal matters.

Visitor Feedback:
• "Your site made a difficult process much easier. I was able to 

enter the needed information, print the forms and have 
everything ready to go!"

• “The automated forms are fantastic - it really demystified all 
the legal mumbo jumbo. I feel much more confident of a 
positive outcome in my case.”

• “I  am very grateful for this site. I found it absolutely helpful! I 
easily completed the step-by-step application with no 
problem. Thank you!”
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We know that this website will not be able to help everyone in Michigan who wants to file their own divorce.  There are many individuals, and many situations, that are not appropriate for pro se representation.  One goal of this project is to give the people who can represent themselves a set of tools so they can prepare documents that will be easy for the court to process, and so they can get a thorough understanding of the procedures that they must follow to complete a divorce.  There are many people in this state who, due to lack of financial resources, are going to be representing themselves in a divorce regardless of whether these new tools exist; we hope these tools will make is easier on them and on our courts.
Another goal of the project is to steer people and cases that are not appropriate for self-representation to an attorney who can help them.  Whether users are told they cannot complete the interview, or are allowed to complete the interview but need to see an attorney to finish their cases, or whether they simply aren’t able to complete the interview or decide it’s too hard for them – this website will help many people realize that they need to seek help from an attorney. When they make that realization, the website can refer them to a legal services organization or to lawyer referral service so they can get the help they need.





Thank you!

Angela Tripp
Project Manager, Michigan Legal Help Program
Co-Managing Attorney, Michigan Poverty Law 

Program
(734) 998-6100 x 152
trippa@lsscm.org
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