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The Mission of the New York State 
Unified Court System

The mission of the New York State Unified Court System is to promote the rule of law
and to serve the public by providing just and timely resolution of all matters before the
courts.  The following goals have been established to accomplish this mission: 

• to treat every person with fairness and courtesy
• to administer the courts in a manner that promotes respect for the law and public

confidence in the fairness and integrity of the judicial process. 
• to resolve cases with finality and reasonable dispatch
• to support case management in and efficient and cost-effective manner. 
• to promote public understanding of, and access to the courts.  

Access to Justice

      Everyday in courts throughout New York State, unrepresented litigants are forfeiting
important rights and are denied meaningful access to justice.  This plight is not due to
the governing law or facts of their cases,  but due to the absence of counsel.  In
addition, countless others not yet party in a case come to court without a lawyer for
information and guidance.  Many litigants come to New York Courts to file a claim or
defend their interests.  Cases range from simple applications for a name change to
more complicated matters like uncontested divorces, child custody, support proceedings
and housing disputes.  Many of these litigants lack the necessary information about the
courts and their procedures to adequately access justice.  Central to accomplishing the
courts mission of assuring equal access to justice for all New Yorkers is the job of
making sure that litigants without lawyers can use the courts effectively.  To this end,
the New York State courts are dedicated to providing equal access to fair and efficient
justice to all litigants.  We believe that providing information is a pathway toward justice. 
Over the past few years, we have offered a variety of community outreach programs
and services aimed at bringing information to the community. Court Help Centers are an
important part of our continuing efforts to meet the needs of those without lawyers who
attempt to navigate our courts.  Access to justice must continue to be a New York State
priority.  Through greater access to justice, we ensure that the Courts of this state are
for all the people of New York.  

Fern A. Fisher
Director, New York State Access to Justice Programs
Deputy Chief Administrative Judge of NYC Courts
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Court Help Centers - Office Models

Providing equal access to justice for all New Yorkers is one of the highest
priorities of the Unified Court System.  An increasing amount of court users appear in
court without legal representation.  These unrepresented litigants do not know what
court they should be in, what types of matters are appropriate for resolution by the
courts what papers are required to start a case, how to file and serve necessary
documents or how to properly present their cases.  The Court Help Centers were
created in response to the increasing number of litigants who go to court without legal
counsel because they cannot afford representation.  The Court Help Centers are
located in the courthouse and operate on a first come first serve basis. These offices
provide free comprehensive procedural and legal information on Supreme Court Special
Proceedings (i.e., Article 78), Matrimonial/Family, Real Property/Housing and other civil
assistance to unrepresented litigants.  The Help Center staff does not provide legal
advice and no attorney-client relationships are created (see appendix A for guidelines
for Court Help Centers).

Many of the centers utilize volunteer lawyers from court-sponsored programs. 
Help Center Court Attorneys supervise the volunteer lawyers, who provide legal advice
and assist litigants in several legal areas.  The Court Help Centers offer referrals to full
service representation, pro bono attorney providers, legal clinics and other low cost
legal service providers.  They provide referrals to alternative dispute resolution and
social service support systems.  Unrepresented litigants can also use the internet for
legal research and Do It Yourself (DIY) Forms in many Help Centers.  In addition,
unrepresented  litigants can get free court forms and publications in the Help Center.  

Five of the existing offices follow a one-court model, i.e., they generally provide
procedural and legal information about a particular court (Supreme Court or New York
City Civil Court).  One office is housed in a courthouse with multiple courts (i.e,
Supreme, Surrogates and lower Civil), is a multi-court office which provides assistance
for all three court types.  The Suffolk model (the Library Resources for the Public
Program) is a collaboration with the Public Access Law Library, where multiple services
are offered to the unrepresented in one location.  

Types of Services Provided
 

Essential services which should be provided to unrepresented litigants in the
Court Help Center.  

• providing procedural and legal information by court staff.  
• distribution of sample forms and instructions, and assistance in

understanding these documents
• distribution of other guides, pamphlets and brochures that assist the

unrepresented navigate the legal system
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• referral information, including lists of bar associations, legal services and
pro bono programs, law school and legal clinics, public access law
libraries and Alternative Dispute Resolution Centers

• public access computer terminals, with access to limited relevant web
sites including CourtHelp and LawHelp and other public websites pertinent
to litigant cases.

• public access computers where users can complete Do it Yourself (DIY)
on-line forms and instructions

• services should be provided to unrepresented litigants only, unless the
Center is combined with a Public Access Law Library 

Additional Services

Additional services that should be provided when possible include:

• volunteer legal services, provided through a collaboration with the courts
and the local bar. 

• legal clinics and workshops, taught either by court staff or in collaboration
with the local bar. 

Determining the Appropriate Model and Services 

To determine what model and services are the most appropriate for a particular
district or location, an assessment of the unrepresented litigants and their needs must
be undertaken.  Specific issues to look at include:

• which courts and in which locations have the greatest number of
unrepresented litigants?

• what types of cases or proceedings are litigants more likely to appear
without counsel?

• do the courts currently provide services to assist the unrepresented?
• if yes, what are those services?
• are any other services available (through the public access libraries, the

legal services programs, etc.) to assist the unrepresented?
• what are those services?
• what appears to be the unmet needs of the unrepresented litigants?
• what are the predominant languages of the unrepresented litigants?
• what is the average education level of the unrepresented (i.e., if the

population is low literacy, resources will need to be developed at a lower
reading level)
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Staffing Composition & Qualifications

Staffing for the new offices should be based upon a number of factors, including
the number of unrepresented in the area that the office is seeking to serve, the types of
legal needs of these litigants and the filings for a particular court(s).  The Access to
Justice Program is available to assist in determining appropriate staffing, consistent with
the staffing of other offices statewide.

Careful consideration needs to be given to the staff selected to work in these
offices.  Staff must have the right demeanor and disposition to serve the unrepresented;
many of these litigants have both legal and emotional issues, and generally are seeking
assistance during a crisis situation.  Key qualities for staff include patience, strong
commitment to quality-service and strong communication skills.  If there are significant
numbers of non-english speaking litigants, consideration should be given to hiring a
staff person who is bilingual.  Staffing should consist of 

• At lease one experienced court attorney licensed to practice in New York
and in good standing who has knowledge about the various types of
proceedings within a court, but also has specialized knowledge about
matters more likely to be brought by the unrepresented (i.e., uncontested
divorce, foreclosure, Article 78 proceedings) utilizing the court. 

• Staff with multiple court experience if an office is intended to provide multi-
court services 

• Experienced court clerk personnel and clerical staff trained in working with
the public.

• Interpreters accessible to assist non-english speaking court users.  

Once the staff have been selected, they should receive Facilitating Access
training provided by the Access to Justice Program to ensure they fully understand their
role and the types of legal and procedural information that can be provided  
Additionally, judicial and non-judicial staff should be informed about the existence of the
office and the services it will and can provide (see appendix B for a checklist for opening
a Court Help Center).  

Space

The Office for the Unrepresented should be housed in its own separate space
within the courthouse – conveniently located and accessible to the disabled.  An office
setting is best; if such space is not available, consideration should be given to
converting space, such as a courtroom, into an office.  The office, if possible, should
include a  private area, such as a small conference room or cubicle with a door – for
discussion of  sensitive matters.



5

Furniture, Equipment and Supplies

Each staff person should be equipped with a desk or a workstation, telephone
and computer, with at least two additional guest chairs.The computers should have
access, if possible, to the courts’ databases (to check on the status of a case), the
County Clerk’s databases and other useful databases.  In addition, the staff should have
access to the Internet for quick research and reference.  

Other equipment and supplies should include:
• chairs for waiting area
• display racks for waiting areas (to distribute most useful information)
• file cabinets for storing resource materials
• display bins or racks for storing commonly distributed documents
• bookcases for storing other resources
• fax machine
• photocopy machine
• digital scanner
• set of McKinney’s (or on-line access)
• copy of Siegel’s New York Practice or other procedural guides
• local government resource guide (if one exists)
• TVs for educational videos (with listening headphones if needed).
• Computers with internet access

In addition, room permitting, public access terminals with limited Internet access
can be installed in the waiting area (The Access to Justice Program  is collaborating
with the Department of Technology to install these terminals statewide; the hardware,
when possible is supplied centrally).

Signage

Many of the Court’s programs are operated on a walk-in basis.  In many cases 
users discover information about these programs through word of mouth or information
posted throughout the courthouse.  The Access to Justice Program will assist in
obtaining signage .  Good signage includes:

• Post signs in the courthouse near entryways,  in clerks’ offices, outside of
courtrooms, and in other points of entry that clearly direct litigants to the
location of the court program. 

• Place signs in areas where the programs are located
• Provide signs in languages prevalent in the jurisdiction
• Have signs that include hours of operation, scope of services and user

eligibility.  
• Should include the NYS Access to Justice Logo which can be made

available.  
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Written Information about the Program

Court programs with written information are most effective when they: 

• Provide written information about the program in languages most
commonly spoken in the jurisdiction 

• Create pamphlets, flyers or other written material in plain language  that
explain policies, scope of services provided, hours and days of operation.

• Have written information that is user tested to ensure readability.  
• Have written information that is easily accessible through internet, public

access libraries courthouses, bar associations and community
organizations.   

• Provide written information that is current and consistently updated.  
• Have Access to Justice approved materials for Supreme, County, Civil,

Family, District and Surrogates Courts.   
 
Resource Materials

The following is a list of materials that should be available for distribution or use: 

• Instruction packets, including sample forms in plain language format (see
appendix C for a sample list of forms and instructions for Supreme Court
Actions).  

• Informational guides, pamphlets and brochures, created either by the
court system, other government agencies or the bar (care should be taken
to distribute informational rather than advocacy materials)

• Educational videos. 
• Referral information, including lists of local and statewide bar associations,

legal services offices, pro bono providers and law school clinics.  If there
are attorneys willing to accept cases on a sliding-scale or reduced-fee
basis, a list of these attorneys also should be made available 

• Information about legal clinics and workshops offered.
• Information about Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) programs 
• List of Public Access Libraries.
• List of helpful legal reference materials.
• List of useful web sites.
• Coloring book for children (go to link to see sample of colorbook).

www.courts.state.ny.us/courts/nyc/housing/colorbook.zip)

Quality Written Materials

A program must have a full range of easily accessible, multilingual, easy to read
materials which are approved by the Deputy Chief Administrative Judge, Administrative
Judge or the Access to Justice Program.  Programs with written information appear
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most effective when they: 

• Provide information that is current and regularly reviewed for  accuracy.  
• Have materials that are written in plain language and are easy to

understand
• Have materials in the languages most commonly spoken in a jurisdiction
• Have materials that cover all major issues and all sides of the issues
• Make sure the materials are reviewed by bilingual attorneys to ensure that

legal accuracy and nuances are not lost in translation.
• Maintain a list or index of all materials with revision dates so staff and

users know the material reflects current law
• Promptly update information after changes in the law
• Have publication dates on all material used in the program. 

Partnerships and Collaborations with the Bar

It is highly suggested that the local Bar (including the legal services and pro bono
programs) be contacted during the design stage of the office to get their cooperation,
input and suggestions.  Once the office is open, the Bar will serve as a source of
volunteers for collaborative programs or initiatives that can be developed.

Unrepresented Websites

Highly effective court unrepresented websites should be well designed,
comprehensive and highly effective in providing the informational component of access
to justice.  Courthelp is the primary unrepresented website, however if an individual
court has their own website it is most effective when:  

• Access to the internet is provided to use the court website.  
• They are organized in plain language format and use lay terms that are

accessible to the less literate.  
• They are user friendly and include helpful links for legal, governmental and

community resources.   
• They provide multiple language support.  
• They comply with national accessibility standards.  
• They provide location information, phone numbers, directions and courts

hours for every courthouse
• They are user and field tested to ensure ease of use and accessibility.  
• They are regularly updated and reviewed for accuracy.  
• There is collaboration with bar, legal aid and other providers of

information.
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Data Collection and Evaluation

It is extremely important to track who is using the office and for what services – to
ensure that the office is appropriately staffed and meeting the needs of the litigants who
are seeking assistance.  All Help Centers should use the approved data collection
program (see appendix D).  Some other suggestions include:

• create a sign-in sheet that captures basic information about the
unrepresented litigants, such as county of residence, reason for visit, type
of legal matter (see appendix E for a sample of a Court Help Center Civil
Intake Sheet).  

• track the daily telephone, mail and fax requests for information and
services.  

• utilize an evaluation, survey form or other method to assess the
effectiveness of the offices and the services being provided.  Such
evaluation might include tracking case outcomes (see appendix F for a
sample of a scantron evaluation form) 

Scope of Services and Conflicts of Interest for Volunteers Attorneys

Volunteer attorneys can provide limited legal advice and assistance so that users
have better access to justice and can better represent themselves in court.  However,
the volunteer attorneys are limited to the scope of services provided by the program. In
addition, volunteer attorneys are privy to private information about the program users,
their cases and the opposing side.  To this end, volunteer attorneys should: 

• Explain that assistance provided is limited to the confines of the program. 
• Explain that service does not constitute representation and that volunteer

attorneys do not file court papers.   
• Advise the program user that the arrangement to advise ends at the

completion of the meeting and that the volunteer attorney assumes no
liability regarding the outcome of the case.   

• Use a consent form that clearly advises that the other side may also utilize
the program services (see appendix G).  

• Direct users to a specific court, legal organization or government agency if
they seek more specific assistance.

• Never favor one court user over another in providing information .   
• Decline to advise a program user if they have already advised or provided

prior representation to the opposing party.   
• Decline to advise if the program users legal problems are too complicated

and beyond the scope of the project.  
• Never charge a fee for the services provided. 
• Never solicit clients for private business. 
• Seek assistance from supervisors when needed.  
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Volunteer Attorney Guidelines in Court Help Centers

Volunteer attorneys provide critical support and greater access to justice in the
Court Help Centers.  Volunteer attorneys are most effective when they:  

• Are provided with direct supervision and mentoring by Help Center staff. 
• Have sound program ethics and written protocols relating to attorneys

volunteering in the Help Center (see appendix H for a list of ethics and
protocols for volunteer attorneys participating in court programs).  

• Have clear rules as to what roles attorney volunteers can play. 
• Are provided with quality training programs and training materials. 
• Have a consent waiver informing users of the limitations of the volunteer

attorney and the program. 
• Have ongoing recruitment and training for attorney volunteers.  
• Are familiar with ethics rules that apply to attorneys including Rule 6.5.,

Participation in Limited Pro Bono Legal Service Programs  (see appendix I
for rule 6.5).

• Are provided with a timekeeping system provided that keeps a record of
probono hours worked.  

• Are properly supervised in order to insure that they are indemnified
against lawsuits relating to their volunteer service (see appendix J for
Attorney General opinion extending idemnification to volunteer attorneys
participating in court programs).  
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Further Assistance and Guidance for Help Centers

In addition, supervisors of existing Court Help Centers can be helpful in sharing
their ongoing experiences.  A list of the current supervisors and their contact information
is attached as appendix K. 



Appendix A



October, 2003

INFORMATION GUIDELINES

CAN CANNOT

1. Explain court rules and procedures 1. Suggest which of several available
procedures a litigant should follow

2. Explain options available to litigants 2. Provide opinions as to which option to
choose

3. Provide information about past rulings in
a case

3. Predict what the court will do

4. Provide cites (or copies) of statutes, court
rules and ordinances

4. Provide an analysis or interpretation of
statutes or ordinances based on the specific
facts of a litigant’s case

5. Explain public court operations and roles
of court personnel

5. Provide information derived from the
decision- making process

6. Explain what records are kept by the
court and can be made available to the
public

6. Provide access to court records that are
sealed or made confidential by law

7. Provide public case information 7. Provide confidential case information

8. Explain how and where to file a complaint
concerning a judge, court employee or
private attorney

8. Provide opinions about the conduct of a
judge, court employee or private attorney 

9. Provide general referrals to other offices
or persons

9. Provide referrals to other offices or
persons based upon personal preference

10. Provide forms and instructions, and, in
appropriate circumstances, enter the
information provided by litigants on the
form

10. Provide or suggest the information that
should be entered on the forms
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Checklist for Opening a Court Help Center

I. Assess the needs of the unrepresented litigants in the judicial district/specific
location

2. Based upon the assessment, determine the appropriate type of Office for the
Unrepresented, the services to be provided and the location (i.e., county,
court(s), etc.)

3. Determine appropriate staffing for the office

4. Meet with key staff at location to discuss initial plans.  Meet with local bar, legal
service providers, pro bono programs, etc. for their input.

5. Designate appropriate space at the location

6. Post for staff positions 

7. Prepare office space, including purchasing necessary furniture and equipment

8. Once staff is hired, begin developing resource materials for distribution, and
obtain approval.   Use assessment information to determine what are appropriate
resources.  

9. Provide Facilitating Access training to staff

10. Inform other court personnel regarding the office

11. Advertise the opening of the office

12. Plan Opening Day event

13. Open office 
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Sample List of Forms and Instructions for Supreme Court Actions

I. Informational Packets

A. How to Commence a Civil Action

• Instructions
• Summons
• Summons with Notice
• Complaint

B. How to Commence an Uncontested Divorce

• Informational Packets

C. How to Commence a Special Proceeding

• Instructions
• Notice of Petition with Verification
• Order to Show Cause in Special Proceeding
• Verified Petition

D. How to Serve Papers

• Instructions
• Affidavit of Service of Initiating Papers
• Affidavit of Service of Papers by Personal Delivery
• Affidavit of Service of Papers by Mail Delivery

E. How to Respond to a Complaint

• Instructions
• Sample Answer
• Notice of Motion
• Notice of Appearance

F. How to Make or Respond to a Motion

• Instructions
• Notice of Motion
• Order to Show Cause
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G. How to Extend the Deadline to Answer a Complaint or Make a Motion

• Instructions
• Order Extending Time

H. How to Vacate a Default

• Instructions
• Notice of Motion
• Order to Show Cause

I. How to Apply for Poor Persons Status

• Instructions
• Poor Persons Order
• Affidavit in Support of Application to Proceed as a Poor Person

J. Filing a Notice of Claim

• Instructions

K. How to File a Request for Judicial Intervention

• Instructions
• R.J.I. Form

L. The Discovery Process

• Instructions

M. How to Prepare a Subpoena

• Instructions
• Sample Subpoena

N. How to Correct a Birth Record

• Instructions
• Notice of Petition
• Order to Show Cause
• Order Changing Birth Certificate



3

O. How to Change your Name

• Instructions
• Affidavit
• Consent
• Name Change Order

P. Requirements for Infant Withdrawal Order

Q. How to Take an Appeal

• Instructions
• Notice of Entry
• Notice of Appeal
• Pre-Argument Statement

II. Glossary of Frequently Used Terms 



Appendix D







Appendix E



COURT HELP CENTER CIVIL INTAKE SHEET

1. Date: ___________________ Index
number(s)__________________________

Your Name:   ______________________________________________________

Address: __________________________________________________________

I am the:  G Plaintiff G Defendant G Other

What do you seek help with?

_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________

Check the appropriate box(es):

Do you have a court case right now? G YES   G NO
           Have you been to our office before?  G YES   G NO 
 Have you ever had an attorney in this case? G YES   G NO   

If “YES”, do you have the Court Order to show us the removal? G YES   G NO
Do you need an interpreter?     G YES   G NO
If so, what language? _______________________  

                               
Sign your INITIALS next to each of the sentences below.  I understand that:

 I am asking that the Resource Center help me with information about my case.

• The Center will provide me with legal information. ________(initial here)
• The Center will not give me legal advice ________(initial here)
• The Center is available to help both parties in my case ________(initial here)
• The Center is not representing me in my case ________(initial here)

I have read these statements or have had them read to me.  I understand what they mean.

_________________________________ _______________________________
 Print Name Signature
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Supervisors of the Court Help Centers

Phaedra Perry
Special Counsel
New York State Court Help Centers
111 Centre Street, Room 1240
New York, NY 10012 
(646) 386-5400

Mary Ellen Guarneri
Bronx County Supreme Court
Court Help Center
851 Grand Concourse, Room 121
Bronx, New York 10451
(718) 590-5391

Patrick McConnell
Court Help Center
Kings County Supreme Court
360 Adams Street
Brooklyn, NY 11201
(347) 296-1766 

Nelson Capote
Court Help Center 
New York County Supreme Court
60 Centre Street, Rm. 116 
New York, NY 10007 
(646) 386-3025

Russ Rodriguez 
Court Help Center 
Queens County Supreme Court
88-l1 Sutphin Blvd.
Jamaica, NY 11435 
(718) 298-1024 

Steve Magid
Court Help Center
Richmond County Supreme Court
130 Stuyvesant Place
Staten Island, NY 10301
(718) 876-6411



Cheryl Davis
Court Help Center
Nassau County Supreme Court
100 Supreme Court Drive
Mineola, New York 11501
(516) 571-3291

Lynn Fullshire
Suffolk County Supreme Court
Library Resources for the Public Program
Supreme Court Library
Cohalan Court Complex
400 Carleton Avenue 
Central Islip, New York 11722 
(631) 853-7530

Adeline Dailey 
Patricia Connelly
Court Help Center
Westchester County Supreme Court
111 Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Blvd. 
White Plains, NY 10601 
(914) 824-5209 (Adeline)
(914) 824-5457 (Patricia)

Ann Arnold
Court Help Center 
Erie County 
Old Country Hall 
92 Franklin Street, 1st Fl.,room 105
Buffalo, New York 14202
(716) 845-1814

Rosina Taffuri
New York County Family Court 
Supervisor NYC Family Court Volunteer Law Program
60 Lafayette Street
New York, NY 10013
(646) 386-5127
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