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‘CLS Directions’ newsletter article

(Not yet published)
New independent Task Force to promote public legal education

Why is it, we wonder, that so many people simply don’t know how to deal with their problems, when and how to get advice, how to deal with forms and letters, or staff at the housing office or the DWP? How many times have advisers wished that their clients had come to them sooner? How much easier would it have been if the client had known there was a right of appeal, or that the county court could have set aside a judgment for debt, or that mediation might have been a possibility for settling a dispute?

It is precisely to address these sorts of day to day difficulties that the Public Legal Education and Support (PLEAS) Task Force has been created. Established in January 2006, and supported by the DCA, PLEAS 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 is chaired by Professor Hazel Genn, who 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 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 agencies who work to counter all kinds of discrimination. 

The Task Force will be taking a long and careful look at what is happening in public legal education across England and Wales, and will report with a strategy for delivering PLE at the end of the year. 

We know of course that ‘public legal education’ is a bit of a mouthful, and that it’s not always clear what it is, or how to do it. This is really why the Task Force has been set up – to bring together everyone who is keen on improving PLE, and to get them to define it, recommend the best ways of doing it, and propose a way of making it more effective in the future.

Of course we have our broad definitions of PLE – things like helping people to understand their rights, and giving them the skills to secure their rights, including where and when to get help. And on the other side, promoting individuals’ sense of their ‘responsibilities’ - citizenship and a sense of community.  We see PLE as supporting many things - citizenship, rights, dispute resolution, legal problem-solving. PLE can mean a whole range of different activities:  the national curriculum, skills training for legal problem-solving, interactive learning through debates, juries, mock trials, better guidance and information on dealing with problems.

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.  

Already we have 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. 

And so it is perhaps not surprising that many citizens are unaware of their right, say, to challenge a decision by a government agency, or that problem can be dealt with negotiation, mediation, or appeal.  At the extreme, many individuals simply don’t know that they can get good professional advice and help with such negotiations and appeals.  As a result, problems can get worse, and many people simply lose out.

Another vital part of the work of the Task Force will be finding out what is going on – who is doing what, what has been achieved in PLE. Much of what is being done in the legal advice sector on PLEAS is publicised only in the locality where it is taking place. It is only by building on current experience will the Task Force be able to make useful and practical recommendations. And so that we have already begun to identify examples of PLE among legal services providers across the board, and are optimistic that we will be able to get a full picture of what is going on in PLE in legal services over the next few months.  We especially want to identify good practice, and then use our knowledge of this to develop a strategy for filling the gaps in PLEAS and promoting PLEAS effectively in future. 

We need your help to fill the gaps in our knowledge, and we are very keen to hear from practitioners and others who are involved in PLEAS activities as soon as possible. We are setting up our own website – www.pleas.org.uk - and you can contact us via the website and subscribe to our Newsletter from there. 

The Task Force offers a real opportunity to improve the knowledge and skills of legal and advice services clients and so help advisers to make their work more effective. We would be delighted to hear from you about your own work and your ideas for PLE.  
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