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In the United States, the occupation of law librarianship has existed longer than the 
American Library Association, and law librarians have their own professional organiza-
tion that is now more than 100 years old. Throughout this history, however, the related 
issues of degree requirements and education standards for law librarians have been 
repeatedly discussed, but never resolved. While some of this inertia may arise from 
each organization hoping that the other would settle the issue, the largest challenges 
appear to stem from a lack of communication between law librarians and other parts 
of the field and a near-complete neglect of the education of law librarians—along with 
law libraries as an entity—in overall library pedagogical and research discourse. This 
article explores the roots of the long-running concerns about the educational prepara-
tion of and the professional standards for law librarians in the United States and offers 
ways in which library and information science educators can contribute to addressing 
these concerns.
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Introduction: The Parallel Histories 
of Legal Education and Library 
Education 

Prior to the formalization of the educa-
tion of lawyers and librarians, prepara-

tion for both professions occurred through 
apprenticeship and guild-type arrange-
ments. To wit, the Supreme Court of the 
United States did not have a Chief Justice 
with a law school degree until the appoint-
ment of William Howard Taft in 1921 
(Price, 1948). Both formal law and library 
education were initially technical in na-
ture but started to mature early on (Morse, 
1977). The education of lawyers and of li-
brarians in the United States both began to 
take on their recognizable current form in 
the late nineteenth century, with legal edu-
cation coalescing around the Socratic and 
casebook methods (both of which were 
developed at Harvard Law School) and li-

brary education being formalized through 
the practical approaches advocated by 
Melville Dewey. 

Given that the preparation for both law-
yers and librarians is professional educa-
tion and both fields have existed in their 
modern sense for roughly the same amount 
of time, it is not unreasonable to presume 
the existence of a strong connection at 
the nexus of the two fields—law librari-
anship. Unfortunately, the preparation of 
law librarians—for essentially as long as 
there have been law library positions—has 
been defined by a lack of coordination be-
tween or conclusions by legal education 
and library education. In spite of spend-
ing many decades exploring the issue of 
the best preparation for law librarians, the 
American Library Association (ALA) and 
the American Association of Law Librar-
ies (AALL) have never agreed to or indi-
vidually adopted specific criteria required 
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in the education of law librarians (Belniak, 
2009; Caufield, 2014). The lack of clear 
requirements for law librarian education is 
particularly surprising in light of the level 
of detail given to the required quantitative 
standards established for types of materi-
als, numbers of volumes, and physical fea-
tures of law libraries over the past century 
(Ahlers, 2002; 2011). 

By and large, the ALA has deferred 
to the AALL on the issue of educational 
competencies for law librarians. In 1988, 
the AALL created “Guidelines for Gradu-
ate Programs in Law Librarianship” which 
emphasized competencies in the legal 
system, the legal profession and its termi-
nology, the literature of the law, and le-
gal ethics (Lester, 1989). The guidelines, 
however, expressly state that “[i]n-depth 
knowledge of the law is outside the realm 
of library education.” Overall, when read-
ing the guidelines, “one notes their gen-
eral nature and lack of advice on how to 
acquire the subject competencies if the 
librarian does not learn them in a library 
school and is not a law graduate” (Cau-
field, 2014, p. 316). As such, ALA and 
AALL have left those wishing to pursue a 
career in law librarianship with less guid-
ance than current and future professionals 
likely prefer. 

Law librarians are instrumental in the 
functioning of academic law libraries, as 
well as of courthouse, public law, and law 
firm libraries. The lack of consideration 
and discussion within our field about the 
education of law librarians—who in many 
contexts work on information issues that 
are literally matters of life and death—
thus is quite troubling. In 2014, Elizabeth 
Caufield wrote an extremely thorough pa-
per detailing the many attempts to estab-
lish educational criteria and programs for 
law librarians, beginning in 1906 with the 
formation of the AALL. While quite in-
formative about the historical evolution of 
the inertia that impeded the establishment 
of standards for law library positions, the 
most memorable aspect of the paper may 
be the paradox it encapsulates at the be-

ginning: “some law librarians must earn 
the often costly degree that belongs to an-
other field without the corresponding sal-
ary and status that often accompanies that 
credential, while other find employment in 
the same libraries without the additional 
education, but their jobs lack comparable 
salary or status” (Caufield, 2014, p. 288). 
The end result, Caufield explains, is a 
lack of clarity about job roles, status, and 
compensation that impacts current law li-
brarians, students and information profes-
sionals considering law librarianship as a 
career, and individuals who work with law 
librarians. 

To help bring more focus to this area 
of librarianship in the library and informa-
tion science (LIS) discourse, this paper ex-
plores the parallel developments of mod-
ern legal education and library education 
in the United States, the limited communi-
cation between the two areas of education 
and the resulting effects on the education 
of law librarians, and the current methods 
of preparing law librarians. Then, based 
on these considerations, the paper dis-
cusses the roles that library research, LIS 
pedagogy, and library organizations can 
play in the formalization of clearer stan-
dards for the preparation of law librarians, 
whether they are new to the library field or 
current librarians seeking to become law 
librarians. 

Relationships between Law 
Schools and Library Schools  
Over Time

The year 1876 is a very useful starting 
point for thinking about this issue and the 
continuing inaction on it. It was then that 
the ALA was founded and the first formal-
ized library education curricula were of-
fered. At that time, law libraries existed at 
nine law schools, a number which would 
soon expand greatly (Frantz, 1951). Law 
libraries were not an entirely new idea at 
that point, as the Library of Congress had 
created its law library in 1832 (White-
man, 2014). But, with the founding of 
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the AALL in 1906, law librarianship as 
a profession and the educational prepara-
tion of law librarians began to take shape. 
And, “it was not until the 1940’s that the 
AALS [American Association of Law 
Schools]—a ‘progressive’ group that had 
much distinction and influence-got around 
to recommending that law schools have 
librarians whose principal activities were 
devoted to the libraries.” (Brock, 1974, 
325). By 1950, 137 law schools had librar-
ies and the AALL had experienced a large 
increase in membership since the time of 
its founding (Frantz, 1951). At that time, 
both fields were also considering the best 
ways to standardize educational creden-
tials in the field, ultimately settling on the 
Juris Doctor (JD) as the degree for lawyers 
and a Master of Library Science (MLS) or 
Master of Library and Information Sci-
ence (MLIS) for librarians.

Also at that time, a tension (which 
would prove to be recurring) began to 
emerge between the two fields, as it be-
came evident that law school libraries of-
ten saw themselves as distinct from other 
libraries. In a 1957 study, 40 of the 41 re-
sponding law libraries indicated that they 
did not want to be considered part of the 
university library system or be a part of its 
administrative structure, even if they cur-
rently were (Massey, 1957). The academic 
law libraries, in short, perceived them-
selves as part of the law school, not the 
campus library system. For decades, legal 
research and writing courses have been the 
only direct connection for law students be-
tween the classroom and the library (Mills, 
1977). Nevertheless, in recent years, aca-
demic law libraries find themselves facing 
the same problems that many other kinds 
of libraries are facing, namely, the strug-
gling to redefine their roles as technology 
has changed how people use information 
from libraries (Gorham & Jaeger, in press; 
Dalgash, Cordova & Estes, 2016). 

This lingering tension continues to have 
a significant impact on the status of law li-
braries and the preparation of law librar-
ians to this day. In some sense it is part of 

the greater exclusivity of the legal profes-
sion as compared to the library profession 
(Brock, 1974); lawyers self-regulate and 
license, but librarians do not (Chiorazzi, 
2014). This very difference has affected 
the status of the two professions over time, 
and it is worth noting that law librarian-
ship traditionally has not been viewed as 
having higher status than other types of 
librarianship. In 1948, for example, pub-
lic librarians in New York City area were 
much better paid than law librarians on av-
erage (Price, 1948). 

Perhaps more significantly, the tension 
inherent in the two nouns that make up 
the title of law librarian is also tied to a 
perceived neglect by library schools to the 
needs of law librarians. Law librarianship 
as a career began to receive attention from 
library schools not long after the AALL 
was launched, and the first lectures about 
law libraries were given by the New York 
State Library School in Albany in 1910. In 
1937, the first regular law school course 
on law librarianship was offered (Morse, 
1977) and it was around that time that the 
AALL and ALA were each complaining 
about the other being uncooperative in 
addressing issues of law librarian educa-
tion (Caufield, 2014). By 1973, 15 of the 
45 ALA-accredited library schools had a 
legal bibliography course (Morse, 1977). 
Beyond providing such courses, though, 
library schools have not generally priori-
tized law librarianship. They might offer 
one or several classes dealing partly with 
the law or public policies that are relevant 
to libraries (and sometimes none at all), 
but not that many library schools have ac-
tive programs designed to prepare future 
law librarians (Brooks, 2005; Caufield, 
2014; Hambleton, 1991). 

A review of the AALL’s website during 
the summer of 2016 revealed a list of 13 
universities said to offer a joint Juris Doc-
tor/Master of Library Science (JD/MLS) 
or Juris Doctor/Master of Library & Infor-
mation Science (JD/MLIS) degree option. 
Even among the joint degree programs, 
there is a substantial amount of variation 
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in terms of the number and content of re-
quired courses, the amount of credits re-
quired, and so forth. For example:

• The joint degree program offered by 
Indiana University-Bloomington re-
quires a minimum of 109 credit hours, 
30 of which are within the MLS pro-
gram. Courses in law librarianship and 
government information are required 
and, per the program’s website, courses 
in online searching and intellectual 
freedom are considered “particularly 
appropriate” electives.

• The joint degree program offered by 
North Carolina Central University 
requires 112 credit hours, 24 of which 
are within the MLS program. The re-
quired MLS courses are not specific to 
law librarianship or legal information 
resources, although a course focused on 
special libraries is required.

It should be noted that a number of pro-
grams also offer a specialization or con-
centration in this area. Significant varia-
tion exists here as well, with some schools 
offering a well-defined curriculum (e.g., 
University of Washington requires 43 
credits, with four law librarianship cours-
es) and others recommending, but not re-
quiring, certain courses for the specializa-
tion.

A 1962 paper noted the lack of effort 
by library schools to recruit or train poten-
tial law librarians as a key reason for the 
insufficient number of professionals pre-
pared to work in law libraries, but it also 
noted an overall lack of a sense of what 
law librarianship meant as a field in either 
law schools or library schools (Borgeson, 
1962). This latter point—which may be 
the greatest challenge in the preparation of 
future law librarians—is further reflected 
in AALL’s somewhat lackluster and un-
focused efforts to take the lead in stan-
dardizing the education of law librarians. 
In the past twenty years, they convened 
and disbanded in the same year two initia-
tives—the Task Force to Enhance Law Li-

brarian Education in 1999 and the Gradu-
ate Education for Law Librarians Special 
Committee in 2004—with neither leaving 
much evidence of its existence. The Con-
ference of Law Library Educators has ex-
isted for many years, but only meets once 
a year at the AALL annual meeting. Its 
website (lib.law.washington.edu/colle/) 
has little content other than a few external 
links, with the homepage noting that there 
were no minutes from the last two meet-
ings in 2014 and 2015. 

This problem does not permeate the 
entire field of librarianship as, overall, the 
preparation of future librarians has stan-
dardized greatly from its early years. For-
malized education programs for librarian-
ship now date back 130 years in the United 
States. The standardized MLS/MLIS de-
gree is over 50 years old and two-year li-
brary degrees have been the norm for more 
than 30 years (Murray, 1978; Swigger, 
2012). The ALA provides clear accredi-
tation standards for library schools and 
specific expectations of how future librar-
ians will be prepared. Yet, the best ways 
to educate a law librarian—even with both 
the ALA and AALL being well over 100 
years old—remain a bit of a pedagogical 
mystery. 

Educational Requirements of Law 
Librarianship

As a result, the preparation of law li-
brarians remains mostly informal and 
on-the-job, paralleling the exact kind of 
preparation that law schools and library 
schools were originally created to replace. 
Other than earning a joint JD/MLS or JD/
MLIS or earning both degrees separately, 
law librarian preparation in formal educa-
tion settings is primarily limited to law-
related courses in library schools, continu-
ing education, and paralegal certifications 
(McAdam, 1995). Over time, proposals 
have been made for the creation of a spe-
cial law librarian certification process as 
part of the MLS/MLIS program (akin to 
the certification of school library media 
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specialists); the institution of a require-
ment of two Master’s degrees—an MLS/
MLIS and a Master of the Arts in Legal 
Studies (law for non-lawyers); and the cre-
ation of a new Master’s degree of Studies 
in the Law (law specifically for law librar-
ians). Others have argued either for requir-
ing both the MLS/MLIS and the JD, while 
others believe that only an MLS/MLIS is 
necessary to be a law librarian (e.g., Bali-
ja, 2011; Carter, 2011; Young, 2012). 

The education question has left law 
librarianship without specific means of 
judging readiness for the profession, creat-
ing the impression that “law librarianship 
is theoretically open to anyone” (McNeill, 
2001, p. 6). As a practical matter then, 
mentoring opportunities are of particu-
lar importance to aspiring law librarians 
(Rastorfer & Rosenof, 2016). That type 
of mentoring, of course, requires already 
having a position in a law library. For 
those seeking to find a law library job, the 
resources are more of the self-help variety. 
Many online resources and books exist to 
help law librarians, as well as those who 
wish to become law librarians, teach them-
selves the job (Aycock, 2015). 

It has been argued that you need both 
degrees to simultaneously understand the 
law and serve as a librarian, as “the law 
librarian is primarily a member of the li-
brary profession” (Bitner, 1947, pp. 56–
57). Many articles—academic and profes-
sional—about law librarianship, however, 
are quick to point out that most law librari-
ans do not have a law degree. According to 
the “Career Center” section of the AALL 
website, “about one third” of law librarians 
have both a JD and a library school degree 
and about 20% of position announcements 
for law librarian jobs require both degrees 
(www.aallnet.org/mm/Careers/lawlibrary-
careers/Education-Requirements). How-
ever, there are several reasons that hav-
ing a JD is important to a career as a law 
librarian. The JD helps a law librarian in 
several ways, providing them with knowl-
edge about the law, how it works, and how 
to read the language and terms; familiariz-

ing them with legal culture; and grounding 
the librarian in his/her relationships with 
the rest of the law school (Whisner, 2009). 
A legal education also helps the law librar-
ian understand the way in which lawyers’ 
minds are trained to work (Bitner, 1947). 
Arguably, it also provides law librarians 
with a distinct advantage when it comes to 
contract negotiations with legal publish-
ers for access to subscription databases, 
journals, and other resources. Most practi-
cally, no matter what the ABA guidelines 
or the employment ads might say, many 
believe that advancement in an academic 
law library is unlikely without a JD (Ay-
cock, 2015). 

Part of the confusion about the best 
degree or degree combination for law li-
brarianship is rooted in a lack of consen-
sus about the function of a law librarian. 
Some argue that a law librarian is pri-
marily a management position, focusing 
on proficiencies in collection planning, 
budgets, space, e-resources, student and 
faculty training in technology literacy, 
and technology supervision in rest of 
law school (Kane, 2003). Others have ar-
gued—over many years—that law librar-
ians are both administrators and educators 
or are entirely educators: “bibliographer, 
administrator, and teacher” (Price, 1948, 
p. 268) or “by definition a teacher and a 
mentor” (Chiorazzi, 2014, p. 82). To an 
extent, these efforts to define what a law 
librarian is fail to acknowledge that dif-
ferent positions within a law library will 
require different skills and areas of expe-
rience. The AALL “Core Competencies” 
(www.aallnet.org/mm/Leadership-Gov-
ernance/policies/PublicPolicies/compe-
tencies.html) (last revised in April 2010), 
however, acknowledge a wide variety of 
roles, listing 60 competencies in 7 main 
categories: core, management, services, 
technology, collections, cataloguing, 
and teaching. Of particular interest is 
the statement that the competencies can 
be acquired through continuing educa-
tion and/or experience, in addition to LIS 
graduate education.
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Separate but Uncommunicative 

Given the long-standing uncertainties in 
the education of law librarians and the na-
ture of the position as bridging two fields, 
one might expect to find active discourse 
in both general LIS literature and in more 
specialized literature for law librarians. 
One, however, would be wrong. Attention 
to the education of law librarians—and to 
a large extent, the basic acknowledgement 
of the existence of law libraries—is fairly 
lacking in LIS literature. 

A search through the online archives 
of the Journal of Education for Library 
and Information Science for the terms 
“law” and “legal” reveals almost no dis-
course about law librarians or their educa-
tion. Several articles have been published 
on courses or parts of courses on law or 
specific legal issues impacting libraries 
and library careers generally (Dryden, 
2011; Gathegi & Burke, 2008; Jaeger, 
2008; Jaeger, Gorham, Taylor, & Bertot, 
2015). Additionally, there are a few old 
announcements about law library courses 
being offered at certain library schools, 
but that is all in terms of discussions 
about law libraries or law librarianship in 
the most prominent journal for discourse 
about library education. A search though 
the archives of the other main library edu-
cation journal, Education for Information, 
reveals a very small number of articles 
related to—or at least mentioning—law 
library(ies) (9 total) and law librarian(s) (5 
total). None address the education of law 
librarians. 

In other journals of library science (i.e., 
those not focused on education specifi-
cally), the results are not much different. 
Two of two most prominent outlets for 
research about librarianship offer similar 
results. Library Quarterly, across its 86-
year history, gives the most attention to 
law librarians in its book review section. 
Only 13 research articles even mention 
law librarian(s), and only 46 mention law 
library(ies) in any way. None were dedi-
cated to these topics, much less law librar-

ian education. As two examples, one paper 
discusses the education of law librarians 
as one of many topics in an overview of 
different approaches to library education 
(Asheim, 1955), while another focuses on 
cataloguing issues in law libraries (Stern, 
1945). Issues of law are discussed in many 
other research papers in the journal, but 
the focus is on issues that impact all librar-
ies or as a concern for all librarianship as a 
profession. In Library & Information Re-
search—another major journal of library 
research—far fewer mentions are made 
of law library(ies) (17 articles) and law 
librarian(s) (5 articles) and none focus on 
education. 

Accordingly, discussions related to the 
preparation of law librarians have been 
left to journals read not by library pro-
fessionals generally or by library school 
educators, but by people already in the 
profession of law librarianship—primarily 
Law Library Journal and AALL Spectrum, 
as well as the occasional paper in a law 
review. While the reasons underlying the 
limited audience for these discussions are 
not entirely clear, the end results are that 
non-law librarians are paying insufficient 
attention to the education of law librar-
ians in the general LIS discourse and law 
librarians are failing to bring broader at-
tention to these issues by continuing the 
dialogue only within these more special-
ized venues. 

Such a situation is not likely to promote 
a better understanding of the issues in ei-
ther library schools or law schools. It has 
been noted that cooperation and invest-
ment from both library and law schools are 
required for a joint degree in law librarian-
ship to succeed (Milles, 2004). Similarly, 
such cooperation is also necessary for 
solving larger concerns about establishing 
the best means to educate law librarians. 
As there are still important debates as to 
the degree or degrees needed to be a law 
librarian or the best educational prepa-
ration for them in library school (e.g., 
Balija, 2011; Carter, 2011; Young, 2012), 
thoughtful conversation between the two 



The Education of Law Librarians in the United States from the Library School Perspective 9

groups seems to be a most necessary start-
ing point. Moreover, empirical research 
into these issues would be helpful.

Library Education and Law  
Librarian Education 

With questions about the education of 
law librarians still largely unresolved, the 
current challenges facing academic law li-
braries offer an opportunity to shape the 
future of this education in a way that ad-
dresses at least some of these questions. 
As law schools have faced significant de-
clines in enrollment and funding, many 
have heavily reduced support for their li-
braries. Law school libraries have proven 
to be easy targets for budget cuts, with 
library budgets coming under increasing 
scrutiny in most law schools (Ax-Fultz, 
2015; Fariss, 2013). The budgetary and 
space requirements of law school libraries 
are substantial (Gershon, 2013), leading 
to increasing questions as to the wisdom 
of devoting scarce resources to them. As 
noted by Fitchett et al. (2011), “[w]hen 
a dean looks at a law school budget, the 
biggest expenditure after faculty salaries 
is the library, and many must now wonder 
‘what are all those people doing with all 
that money?’ ” (p. 95).

Waning support is driven, at least in 
part, by a significant reduction in academ-
ic law library usage due to the migration 
of many legal materials online. Since the 
turn of the century, the necessity of the law 
school library in the face of the growing 
power and scope of WestLaw and Lexis-
Nexis electronic legal databases, as well as 
other electronic resources, has been chal-
lenged (Danner, 2002; Jarvis, 2004). As 
explained by Tice (2011), “[t]he digital 
environment has empowered information-
seekers to make such connections on their 
own, essentially whenever and from wher-
ever they choose. Surely—it is argued—
this represents a positive development in 
legal information management that should 
be supported, encouraging legal research-
ers to work independently of intermedia-

tion, regardless of what that might mean to 
the status of the library” (p. 171). Between 
these twin pressures of reduced support 
and reduced usage, many academic law li-
braries have struggled to adapt to the new 
information, technological, and financial 
environment (Gorham & Jaeger, in press; 
Tice, 2011). 

They can, however, learn from the ex-
periences of other law libraries. Public law 
libraries, for example, have also found 
themselves redefining their role in serv-
ing members of the public in light of the 
growth of online legal materials. In recent 
years, there has also been an increase in 
self-representation, particularly in domes-
tic relations, landlord-tenant, and small 
claims cases (Johnstone, 2011; Snukals & 
Sturtevant, 2007). Many self-represented 
litigants find themselves in this position 
because they cannot afford to hire an attor-
ney (Legal Services Corporation, 2012). 
Public law libraries, building upon their 
“long history of serving all users, from 
court and bar to non-attorney users,” have 
played a pivotal role in helping this group 
of litigants through the development of 
self-help centers (AALL, 2014, p. 24; see 
also Zorza, 2012). Resources and services 
typically available through self-help cen-
ters include “legal research help, referrals 
to other legal programs, computers, court 
forms, email reference, telephone refer-
ence, and professional collections for the 
person without a lawyer” (AALL, 2014, p. 
25).

In addition to self-help centers, public 
law libraries across the country provide 
assistance to individuals with legal issues 
by connecting them with attorneys through 
“Ask a Lawyer” programs (generally in-
volving brief one-on-one advice sessions) 
as well as clinics and workshops focused 
on specific issues (e.g., bankruptcy and 
debt collection). These initiatives often 
involve collaboration with courts, as well 
as with providers of legal services and bar 
associations (Jaeger, Taylor & Gorham, 
2015). And through these collaborations 
public law libraries have been able to 
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build upon their traditional strengths and 
position themselves as valuable partners in 
ongoing efforts to address pressing com-
munity needs. For example, the Travis 
County Law Library and Self-Help Center 
in Texas has adopted a particularly inno-
vative approach, relying on reference at-
torneys to assist self-represented litigants 
in uncontested family law cases. The ref-
erence attorneys review forms prepared 
by litigants and then complete a checklist 
to be presented to the judge, indicating 
that all necessary steps have been taken 
in the case. As noted on the website, this 
arrangement benefits both the litigant and 
the court, by making the process “faster 
and easier.”

If we want public law libraries—as 
well as other types of law libraries—to 
continue to evolve so that they can better 
meet community needs, we cannot afford 
to be complacent about the lack of atten-
tion paid to the educational preparation of 
law librarians. As LIS programs consider 
ways in which they could better contrib-
ute to the preparation of law librarians, the 
current environment in which law libraries 
exist demands that they think beyond of-
fering a course or three related to the law 
or to legal materials. Knowing the nature 
of the law and legal materials is clearly 
necessary, as reflected in the AALL core 
competencies, but so is an understanding 
of the educational roles of law librarians 
and the impacts of their work on the lives 
of their patrons. Regardless of whether 
they are employed in a public law library, 
an academic law library, or a private law 
firm, the work of law librarians can have 
important consequences for major life is-
sues. The preparation of public librarians, 
academic librarians, archivists, and school 
media specialists is evolving to better ac-
count for the educational, community ser-
vice, and social justice roles of their work 
(Gorham, Taylor, & Jaeger, 2016; Jaeger, 
Shilton, & Koepfler, 2016; Jaeger, Taylor, 
& Gorham, 2015; Jaeger, Taylor, Gorham, 
Kettnich, Sarin, & Peterson, 2014). It is 
vital now, more than ever, that the prepa-

ration of law librarians evolves in similar 
ways. 

Ideally, the core of this preparation 
should be a curriculum that combines the 
traditional approach to law librarianship 
(i.e., courses focused on legal resources, 
government information, legal research, 
and law library administration) with 
courses that address the emerging roles of 
law librarians in the realms of education, 
public service, and advocacy. Additional-
ly, the changing role of libraries in general 
should be considered so that curriculum 
for law librarianship fits within the broad-
er needs of library education. The findings 
from the multi-year Re-Envisioning the 
MLS project (conducted by University of 
Maryland’s iSchool) suggest that library 
education should emphasize: focusing on 
people and communities; knowing, lever-
aging, and leading in communities; hold-
ing true to the core ethics and values of the 
field; and stressing skills and competencies 
of leadership, education, advocacy, en-
gagement, and relationship-building (Ber-
tot & Sarin, 2015; Bertot, Sarin, & Jaeger, 
2016; Bertot, Sarin, & Percell, 2015). 

Among the competencies for future in-
formation professionals identified through 
this project were the “ability to facilitate 
learning and education either through di-
rect instruction or other interactions” and 
the “ability to work with, and train others 
to use” a variety of technologies (Bertot, 
Sarin, & Percell, 2015, p. v). An impor-
tant component of this education role is 
the ability to help others develop literacy 
skills. By way of example, law librarians 
are often tasked with doing more than 
physically locating a case, statute, or regu-
lation. As more and more people search 
for legal information exclusively online, 
law librarians are increasingly functioning 
as navigators who ensure that their users 
are finding credible and relevant informa-
tion (Zorza, 2012). They find themselves 
not only helping their users become more 
familiar with legal resources but are often 
also helping them become more comfort-
able in a digital environment. This teaching 
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role—increasingly important for librar-
ians of all types—is all the more important 
within the context of legal information, 
which is unfamiliar (if not outright in-
timidating) to many people. The education 
role of law librarians thus encompasses 
“organizing information so it can be found 
as easily as possible, helping people find 
information, helping people use informa-
tion, and acting as ‘translators’ between 
different systems” (Zorza, 2012, p. 6). 

Preparing students to take on advocacy 
roles is equally important. Much has been 
written about the increasing irrelevance of 
law librarians in a world where legal in-
formation is readily available online (see, 
e.g., Jarvis (2004)). This argument, how-
ever, is flawed to the extent that it ignores 
the vital role of law librarians in connect-
ing people with legal information and 
services they need. Initiatives such as the 
self-help centers discussed above can help 
law librarians demonstrate the value of the 
institutions in which they work but only if 
we equip them with the skill set to do so. 
In preparing future law librarians to take 
on advocacy roles, more emphasis should 
be placed on cultivating their understand-
ing of the surrounding political environ-
ment to ensure that they can better identify 
and justify their unique contributions to 
communities that they serve (Jaeger & Sa-
rin, 2016). These community engagement 
roles also need to be taught through the 
lens of building community partnerships 
with other organizations and institutions 
to achieve goals that libraries often cannot 
achieve on their own (Bertot, Jaeger, Gor-
ham, Taylor, & Lincoln, 2013). 

Many law libraries—at least academic 
and public law libraries—already engage 
in activities that can serve as a basis for ex-
panded roles of advocacy, education, and 
public service by law librarians:

• Many law libraries also host legal clin-
ics and pro bono hours for law students 
and lawyers to assist members of the 
surrounding community with issues 
like taxes. Through such programs, the 

law libraries are creating a link to the 
surrounding community and creating a 
perception of the law library as a help-
ing institution. 

• In many academic law libraries, the 
law librarians also teach courses on 
legal research to law students. In these 
law libraries, such education of law 
students could serve as the basis of 
expanded educational roles for promot-
ing legal literacy in their surrounding 
communities. 

• A number of law libraries are mem-
bers of the Federal Library Depository 
Program (FDLP), which makes them 
open to all members of the public for 
access to government publications. For 
these law libraries, status as an FDLP 
institution is a direct connection to their 
regional community (Jaeger, Bertot, & 
Shuler, 2010; Shuler, Jaeger, & Bertot, 
2010). 

The space of the law library itself is 
another place where initial steps are oc-
curring to increase a sense of a broader 
advocacy, education, and public service 
mission. Reconfiguring the space of law 
libraries—using principles that have al-
ready been embraced by many other li-
braries—can promote increased interac-
tion, learning, and collaboration among 
users of the library (Peoples, 2014). These 
kinds of ideas and activities provide im-
portant linkages between the aspirations 
of the profession of librarianship and the 
goals of the law library. 

Conclusion

Law librarianship is simultaneously 
about both law and libraries, and greater 
focus on both areas—with productive at-
tention from both ALA and AALL—will 
help to rationalize the preparation of law 
librarians. In thinking about expanding the 
law librarianship curriculum in any of these 
ways, LIS educators will need to evalu-
ate their current course offerings to see if 
these elements can be incorporated into 
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existing classes or whether classes should 
be completely redesigned. They will also 
need to determine the desired qualifica-
tions for those who will be teaching these 
classes. Ultimately, the ability to improve 
law librarianship education within any 
LIS program is dependent upon a variety 
of factors, including the level of resources, 
the expertise of faculty, and the support of 
the administration. A systematic review 
by the AALL of existing law librarianship 
programs and courses of study, however, 
would go a long way towards helping LIS 
educators better understand the current 
state of affairs in law librarian education. 
This deeper understanding, in turn, could 
pave the way for more informed decisions 
regarding the education of future law li-
brarians. Ideally, it could also lead to the 
development of clearer standards for law 
librarian education that will better pre-
pare law librarians to meet the continu-
ally evolving needs of the individuals and 
communities they serve. 
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