PLEAS Task Force meeting 15 March 2006 

Members’ briefing - ‘messages’
Overview

Public legal education (PLE) has the potential to equip citizens with the knowledge skills and confidence to both play a much greater role in the democratic processes of our wider society and their own communities, and to deal much more effectively with the day-to-day problems of their lives – problems that may often have a ‘legal’ solution about which at present they know little. 

Better PLE will help to create more capable citizens who can deal effectively with the everyday life problems they encounter. Individuals who understand their legal rights and who know about systems of redress and dispute resolution will be better able to manage rights and responsibilities and achieve satisfactory outcomes.  

Background

The PLEAS Task Force was established in January 2006, and is supported and funded by the Department for Constitutional Affairs.

The idea for the Task Force was developed by three organisations – the Advice Services Alliance (ASA), the Citizenship Foundation (CF) and Legal Action Group (LAG). In September 2004 the three published a discussion paper Towards a national strategy for public legal education. The paper was circulated widely for consultation. 

In June 2005, ASA, CF, and LAG published the results of the consultation in Public Legal Education: a Proposal for Development, available on the PLEAS website. Discussions with the DCA’s Education Information and Advice Team led to agreement to set up the Task Force in the Autumn of 2005. 

Starting in January 2006, the Task Force will meet over a period of one year developing and promoting the case for a national strategy for public legal education.
Membership

PLEAS membership is drawn from organisations that have a real interest in developing and improving the effectiveness and scope of public legal education across England and Wales.
Members of the Task Force are drawn form a range of governmental, professional and voluntary sector interests:

· legal professionals

· advice workers

· legal educators

· life long learning professionals

· citizenship educators

· social and community groups and leaders

· relevant government departments

The Task Force is chaired by Professor Hazel Genn, Professor of socio-legal studies at University College London, whose work is well-known among legal and advice services providers for her pioneering research into tribunals and the ways in which individuals deal with legal problems. 

The Task Force has brought together individuals from the many organisations keen to promote and develop public legal education, including the leading organisations from the legal and advice services sector - AdviceUK, the Bar Council, Citizens Advice, the Civil Justice Council, the Department for Constitutional Affairs, the Law Centres Federation, the Law Society, the Legal Services Commission, and the Legal Acton Group. 

The Task Force has also been very fortunate in attracting members from many organisations who are involved in delivering PLE, including the key government departments, organisations representing consumers, young people, and older people, and equalities organisations such as the CRE and BIHR.
Aims

The Task Force will develop a comprehensive definition of PLEAS, make the case for PLEAS as widely as possible, and make specific proposals for how the development of PLEAS can be enabled effectively by the end of 2006.

The Task Force will recommend best practice in delivering PLE by examining how PLE is delivered now, in the many fields in which it is used. 

Public legal education

Public legal education helps people to understand their rights and responsibilities, and gives them the skills and confidence to secure their rights, including where and when to get help. Public legal education also equips people to fulfil their wider role in society as citizens. PLE promotes individuals’ sense of their responsibilities both as citizens and as members of their own communities.

At present many citizens are unaware of their right to challenge the decision of government agencies, or that problems can be dealt with negotiation, mediation, or appeal.  Many individuals are unaware of the good professional advice that is often available to them for such negotiations and appeals. 

PLE can mean a whole range of different activities: education for citizenship in the national curriculum, skills training for legal problem-solving, interactive learning through debates, juries, mock trials, better guidance and information on dealing with problems.

Issues identified to date

The work of the Task Force has identified some important obstacles to the potential effectiveness of good quality PLE.

Not least of these is the widespread public perception that ‘legal’ means only the criminal justice system.  In the media we see everyday depictions of the police and the criminal courts, but see more or less nothing of tribunals, county courts, or mediations. Solicitors practise mostly in police stations, and advice workers are more or less absent. 

Much activity that the Task Force describes as PLE takes place locally and is rarely well-publicised or reported. A vital part of our work will be to find out what is going on – who is doing what, and what has been achieved in PLE. Discovering and then assessing current experience of PLE will enable the Task Force to make useful and practical recommendations based on best practice. 
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