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The most important asset of any library 
goes home at night—the library staff.

—Timothy Healy



What is a Legal Reference Interview? 

The Legal Reference Interaction

Distinguishing Between Information and Advice

Rephrasing the Question

Maryland Public Library Toolkit

www.mdcourts.gov/lawlib



Distinguishing Between Information 
and Advice

“There’s never been a case where someone sued a library or a 
librarian because they thought they were getting faulty legal advice 

or they did what the library said and lost their case; that’s never 
happened. But because it could happen, that’s what freaks a lot of 

librarians out,”

---Avoiding the Unauthorized Practice of Law by Brandi Scardilli Information Today; Oct2014, Vol. 31 Issue 8, p1-25, 3p



Reference Behaviors

 Be kind and approachable.
Keep an open mind; don't judge.
 Listen patiently.
 Admit to ignorance.
 Apply your searching skills.
 Remember that a referral is an excellent information resource.



Practice Tips for Legal Reference

 Always start with what you CAN do, not with what you can’t
 Set reasonable limits on what you can provide.
Draft sample scripts so you can respond quickly and calmly.
 Remind yourself that it's okay not to solve someone's problems.



The Legal Reference Interview is 
ESSENTIAL



Don’t Forget to Ask….

Who?
Parties

 Applicable law
 Available legal services
 Using the “who?” question to fill in the blanks



Who?



Don’t Forget to Ask…

What?
Rephrase

What is the patron really asking? 
Drill down the question to figure out how we can help them. 



What?

https://mdcourts.gov/lawlib/using-library/for-librarians/legal-reference-training/PLR-rephrasing-the-question



Don’t Forget to Ask…

Where?
Venue/Jurisdiction/Referrals

Which state, county, city?  
Which court?
 Possible referrals for assistance 



Where?

Which state, county, city? 

 Bankruptcy: Federal

 Family Law is usually on the state level

 Landlord/Tenant can be state and local

 Traffic: Federal, State, some local

 Zoning: usually local



Where?

Which court?

 District: Traffic, Landlord/Tenant, Misdemeanors, Small Claims

 Circuit: Jury Trials, Major Crimes, Civil Actions (Large Claims) and Family Law

 Appeals: 
 Court of Special Appeals is the intermediary appellate court 
 Court of Appeals is the state’s Supreme Court 

 Orphan’s Court: Estates and Guardianship

https://mdcourts.gov/courts/about



Where?

Possible referrals for assistance 

 Debtor’s Assistance

 Family Law Center

 District Court Self Help Center

 Self Help Center

 Register of Wills Website

 Not many assistance programs for criminal or appellate

 Expungement is considered a civil process…Self Help Center

 Local Law Library



Don’t Forget to Ask…

When? 
Effective Date

 Effective Date
 Law in effect on the date of the incident

Which form to use



When?



When?

https://mdcourts.gov/courtforms



When?



Don’t Forget to Ask…

Why?

Our role is to listen to the patron and provide information resources
Don’t pass judgment 
Don’t need the extra details 



Don’t Forget to Ask…

How?

How can you help? Information vs Advice. 

Please be aware that, as librarians, we can point you to information about your 
topic, and to locations where you may be able to get legal assistance. Only an 
attorney can give you legal advice or suggest what to do in a legal situation.



Let’s Practice!



Are you asking the right questions? 

good morning. i have a court date set in november, to gain 
sole physical custody of my son. my son's father was served 
the papers, but he still wants to spend time with him. he 
agreed to return my son to me on last sunday. He isn't trying 
to return him to me, what can i legally do, to get my son back

good morning. i have a court date set in november, to gain 
sole physical custody of my son. my son's father was served 
the papers, but he still wants to spend time with him. he 
agreed to return my son to me on last sunday. He isn't trying 
to return him to me, what can i legally do, to get my son back



Are you providing relevant information?

If there is an existing child custody agreement, you may wish to review the Child Custody in 
Maryland page, https://www.peoples-law.org/child-custody-Maryland, in particular When the Custody 
Order Agreement is Violated, https://www.peoples-law.org/child-custody-maryland#order-violation  

If there is not yet an agreement or for further guidance most Circuit Courts in Maryland have family 
law assistance programs, including self-help centers staffed with attorneys who provide walk-in 
services. Information is available on the Maryland Courts website at: 
https://www.mdcourts.gov/family/familylawassistance



It looks to me as if the pdf document providing a form for the 
Maryland Statutory Powers of Attorney actually contains 2 forms: 
one that is in effect now, and one, beginning at the bottom of 
page 9, that takes effect in October of 2020. 
Question: 

1) Does the pdf, in fact, contain 2 forms? and 
2) Should the top for be used now (Sept. 2019)?
3) If the top form is used, will it be outdated as of October 2020?

More examples: Dates



More examples: Contracts

If I sign a contract or make an order on line to purchase some 
furniture, and then decide I don’t want the furniture may I cancel the 
contract within a certain amount of time ?

If I sign a contract or make an order on line to purchase some 
furniture, and then decide I don’t want the furniture may I 
cancel the contract within a certain amount of time ?



More examples: Contracts

Three-Day Cooling off Period – People often think that all contracts 
allow a three-day cooling off period to cancel. In most cases, there 
is no cooling off period after signing a contract. There are a few 
exceptions.
• Door-to-Door Sales Act 
• Cancel within three days: i health clubs, credit service centers, 

self-defense school or weight loss center
• Right to cancel a contract for a timeshare, and vacation 

club extends to 10 days after you sign

https://www.peoples-law.org/contracts



More examples

If I sign a contract or make an order on line to purchase some 
furniture, and then decide I don’t want the furniture may I cancel 
the contract within a certain amount of time ?

If I sign a contract or make an order on line to purchase some 
furniture, and then decide I don’t want the furniture may I cancel 
the contract within a certain amount of time ?



More examples

Certain types of sales can’t be canceled, even if they take place in places normally covered by the 
Rule. The Cooling-Off Rule does not cover sales that are:

• under $25 for sales made at your home;
• under $130 for sales made at temporary locations;
• for goods or services not primarily intended for personal, family or household purposes. (The Rule 

applies to courses of instruction or training.);
• made entirely online, or by mail or telephone;
• the result of prior negotiations at the seller's permanent place of business where the goods are 

sold regularly;
• needed to meet an emergency;
• made as part of your request for the seller to do repairs or maintenance on your
• personal property (purchases made beyond the maintenance or repair request are covered).

https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0176-buyers-remorse-when-ftcs-cooling-rule-may-help



More examples: Lemon Law

I brought a car not even 30 days ago the car was giving me 
problems I reached out to the guy who I purchased the car from 
he is not trying reach back out or respond I had 3 different people 
look at my car because he insists nothing is wrong with it come to 
find out it needs a new engine and he is not trying cooperate or 
help me fix the car I just brought from him 

Where did you buy the car? When was the car manufactured?  How 
miles are on the vehicle?



More examples: Lemon Law
When does Maryland’s Lemon Law apply?

Maryland's Lemon Law applies if:
1. You buy or lease a car, light truck or motorcycle from a dealer or 

manufacturer; and
2. The vehicle is registered in Maryland; and
3. The vehicle has been driven less than 18,000 miles AND has been 

owned for less than 24 months.
Even if you aren’t the first owner, the Lemon Law might apply to your vehicle 
if the first owner bought the vehicle less than 24 months ago and the vehicle 
has been driven less than 18,000 miles.

https://www.peoples-law.org/index.php/marylands-lemon-law



More examples: Which court?

Can I use "Post-Judgement Collection" to collect a Harford County 
Circuit Court Ordered Judgement?
The booklet say "How to collect your judgement in the District Court 
of Maryland" - seems to be specific to "district" court??

I went to the small claims court on 8/2/2019 as a Plaintiff.
I lost.
I like to appeal the decision.
My question is that the 30 days given to appeal a court decision does it include all 
the days (weekends and official holidays) or the business days only?

In bankruptcy cases does a Judge have to approve an agreed order 
before for it to become legally binding to the two parties 



Thank you!
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