I. LSC Team Conducts First Pilot State Justice Community Evaluation in Washington State
 

A four-person team spent the week of January 6 – 10 in Washington State testing the instrument and process developed by an LSC design team to evaluate the progress of state justice communities toward meeting the goals of their state planning efforts. The draft instrument and the comments on the instrument from NLADA and others can be viewed on the NLADA Web site at: www.nlada.org/Civil/Civil_LSC/LSC_State_Eval_Comments .  

 

The team consisted of LSC’s overall consultant in the design process, John Greacen, Colleen Cotter from Indiana Legal Services, Neal Dudovitz from Neighborhood Legal Services of Los Angeles County and Tim Watson, LSC program counsel.  LSC’s Vice-President for Programs Randi Youells participated in the final discussions and debriefing of the team. Cotter was NLADA’s representative on the design team and Dudovitz served as a field representative.  

 

The clearly stated purpose of this visit was to field test the document and the evaluation process.  It was not designed to serve as a true evaluation of the state justice community in Washington State, even though representatives of the Washington community asked the team to provide an initial assessment of the strengths and weaknesses they discerned from the visit.  The team agreed to provide such an assessment, both orally in a debriefing with key Washington leaders that occurred at the end of the visit and in a written response to be provided at a future date.

 

The team reviewed a significant amount of written material gathered from previously filed LSC documents and supplemented by materials submitted by representatives of the Washington State justice community.  While on site, team members traveled across the state to interview over 70 stakeholders representing key components of the justice system.  Interviews were conducted with, among others, judges, law schools, provider staff, advocacy leaders, pro bono programs and private attorneys, bar leaders, clients, social services providers and government officials.  Team members also met with growers in the Wenatchee Valley who had strenuously opposed legal services until a special advisory council consisting of growers, business and governmental leaders and members of the justice community was established to address the issues of alienation within that community.

 

After the interviews were conducted, each team member individually scored the state justice community based upon the evaluation instrument.  The team then came together and compared their individual scorings, and discussed areas in which individual opinions differed.  

At the debriefing, the team discussed several lessons learned from piloting the evaluation instrument, and ways in which future evaluation processes could be improved.  The team will continue to debrief regarding the refinement of the instrument in the weeks following the visit.  The Washington State community will also be given the opportunity to comment upon the evaluation process, including the provision of time records related to the visit.  

 

   At Washington State’s request, each team member also shared his or her impressions of the state’s justice community.  Without exception, each evaluator commented on the extraordinary leadership and unique culture that existed throughout the entire justice system of the state in support of the goals and objectives of the state plan.  The common vision and devotion to the “hallmarks” of the plan among all key stakeholders were seen as great strengths of the system.  

 

The team also recognized, however, that, like all states, Washington faces significant challenges in moving toward the goals of its state plan.  Among those challenges identified by the team were resource development and relative equity in the allocation of resources, pro bono, technology and broadening the system to include stakeholders from outside the legal community.  Planners in Washington State likely will use these comments as key components of the next written version of their state plan.   

 

In keeping with NLADA’s comments and offer to engage LSC in developing the most effective and efficient process possible to evaluate state justice communities, Director of Civil Legal Services Don Saunders went to Washington State to observe the evaluation process and interviewed a number of key participants.  

The second pilot test will take place in Kentucky from January 27 – 31.  After that visit, the design team will likely reconvene to discuss lessons learned from the pilots and to develop a final instrument to be used in future evaluations.  John Greacen will also participate on the Kentucky team, along with Deierdre Weir, executive director of the Legal Aid and Defender Association in Detroit, Sara Strattan, executive director of Community Legal Aid Services in Akron and Charles Cook, associate director of the Ohio Legal Assistance Foundation.

 

NLADA will continue to report on this process as it evolves, and present input to LSC and the design team from the legal aid community as the instrument is finalized. 

II. LSC Team Conducts Final Pilot State Justice Community Evaluation in Kentucky

A five-person team spent the week of January 27 – 31 in Kentucky performing the final pilot testing of the LSC state justice evaluation instrument and process. This visit followed an earlier trip to Washington State the week of January 6. The draft instrument and comments from NLADA and others can be viewed on the NLADA Web site at: www.nlada.org/Civil/Civil_LSC_State_Eval_Comments.

The evaluation team consisted of John Greacen, LSC’s overall consultant in the process and the only link between the Washington and Kentucky teams; Evora Thomas, LSC program counsel; Deierdre Weir, executive director of the Legal Aid and Defender Association in Detroit; Sara Strattan, executive director of Community Legal Aid Services in Akron, Ohio; and Charles Cook, associate director of the Ohio Legal Assistance Foundation. Greacen, Weir and Strattan participated as members of the design team that developed the draft instrument being field-tested.

As in Washington State, the clear purpose of the visit was to field test the document and the evaluation process. It was not meant to serve as a true evaluation of the Kentucky state justice community, even though Kentucky sought, as did Washington State, specific feed-back from the team regarding the strengths and weaknesses they perceived during the visit of Kentucky’s community. The team agreed to provide such an assessment and did so orally in a debriefing with the Kentucky leadership team.

The team interviewed over 50 people during the visit, traveling throughout the state to conduct interviews with judges, bar leaders, clients, provider staff and management and others responsible for addressing equal justice issues in the state. Jamie Hamon, Nan Hanley and Rita Caufield, from the Access to Justice Foundation, and Glenda Harrison, who has been heavily involved in the Kentucky state planning process on a cooperative arrangement from her program, Legal Aid of the Bluegrass, organized the visit and the Kentucky response to questions in the instrument.

The team processed the information and scored the instrument in the same manner as the team in Washington State. Thursday afternoon and evening were devoted to individual scorings of the instrument, while the whole team discussed areas of divergence to arrive at a team consensus on Friday morning. Friday afternoon was spent in debriefing the Kentucky leadership team regarding the visit. Team members’ observations as a whole were very positive, reflecting strength of planning and implementation that was very impressive. The state plan was considered to be very sophisticated and complete. Evaluators were particularly taken with the strength of the leaders and advocates in the state they interviewed. 

While Kentucky’s state justice community structure is quite different from that in Washington State, the evaluation tended to indicate that very successful outcomes can grow from very different structural approaches.  The evaluators did urge the state to continue to work on ingraining a statewide vision, as compared to addressing many of the challenges and needs from a purely local perspective.

They also suggested a diversification of resource development efforts beyond a very successful state legislative strategy to other potential revenue sources. An increase in diversity among program staff, the state steering committee and program boards was also suggested. The team also reported a need to continue to work on areas such as relationships with IOLTA, pro se and pro bono. 

The focus on this process now shifts to considering the information gathered during the field test in preparing for the first phase of official evaluations to be conducted later this year. The respective teams will finish scoring the instruments for the two visits. Those scores will be shared with Kentucky and Washington State, along with the rationales for the scores. Both states will have the opportunity to provide feedback as to whether the scored instrument has significant flaws or requires further information. Subsequent to this exchange of information, the leadership teams of both states will be debriefed about the test, the visit and their overall reactions to the instrument. After this information is analyzed and compiled, another meeting of the design team will be convened to determine next steps (e.g. changes to the instrument, the need for another test, etc.)

LSC’s current plan is to complete the design process later this summer and then move to the implementation phase late in the year in a few states. Full implementation of the process is contemplated for 2004.  

NLADA will continue to update members on the progress of this process and to provide input to LSC as it considers the lessons learned from the two pilot tests.
