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Making the Case for Law Tech

By Janet Kearney

Abstract: As the concept of a “practice-ready” attorney continues to grow in both law firms and
law schools, law school libraries are meeting this need by offering programming related to legal
technology. In this article, a law librarian from the United States discusses their successes and
failures in creating and maintaining legal technology programming, a first step in a larger
conversation on practice-ready law graduates. This article is based on a June 2021 presentation

given at the annual conference of the British and Irish Association of Law Librarians.
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“Technology: 1. Modern equipment, machines, and methods based on contemporary knowledge
of science and computers. 2. The practical, esp. industrial use of scientific and mathematical

discoveries.’!

‘Lawtech is the term we use to describe technologies that aim to support, supplement or replace
traditional methods for delivering legal services, or that improve the way the justice system

operates.’?


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1472669621000323

‘Legal Technology, or “Legal Tech,” is a term that broadly refers to the adoption of innovative

technology and software to streamline and enhance legal services.’®

Introduction

As more law firms focus on training their new hires to be well-rounded, focused on customer
needs, and technologically savvy, law schools are increasingly focused on ensuring students have
these qualities, often referring to this goal as educating practice-ready attorneys.* Law school
libraries are following and often leading this trend by offering programming related to legal
technology. In the United States, numerous examples of law tech programming can be found in
law schools and are often discussed in publications related to the profession.® This case study
will examine the work of the Maloney Library at the Fordham University School of Law
(Fordham Law Library) and its law practice technology (LPT) programming.® Over the last
several years, many individuals at the Library have contributed to and worked on the initiative,

branded as LawTech@Maloney Library.’

Programming

Now several years into creating LPT programs, LawTech@Maloney Library includes:

Law Practice Technology Class:® A semester-long, two-credit course taught by a librarian that is

part of the law school curriculum every spring. The class is described as providing an
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understanding of current trends, ethics, and hands-on experience with a number of different types
of law tech, such as e-discovery, Al, cybersecurity, analytics, etc. Students do hands-on exercises
and class discussions; there are guest lectures from practitioners and sometimes vendors. The
course is capped at fifteen students, and after several successful years, the class is usually at full

enrollment.

Procertas Legal Technology Assessment (LTA):® A software platform that is purchased by the

Library.'° It is a completely online platform that focuses on basic office technology for the tasks
that lawyers frequently do in the major office applications — Word, Excel, and PDF; students can
learn how to create a table of authorities, apply and modify styles, remove metadata, create pivot
tables, compare documents, redact documents, etc. The platform offers both trainers and
assessment modules: trainers grade tasks on a pass/fail basis with access to training videos, and
the assessments give a score such as beginner or intermediate. The Library offers this platform to
students in two ways: 1) as a mandatory component of their Legal Writing class in the spring of
their first year; and 2) focused marketing to upper-level students in the fall for their voluntary
participation. While the first-year program has experienced large success because it is required,
there has been very little buy-in from upper-level students, despite what the librarians consider to
be strong incentives (extra study room time, Amazon gift cards, school supply bags, and the fact
that students need to learn these skills). The program for upper-level students is still in transition
as it is only two years old, with one of those years during a fully remote pandemic, so it will

likely be rolled in the Certificate program.
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Lunch ‘n’ Learns:!! Short presentations given over the lunch hour. These tend to focus on more

“sophisticated” law tech, as compared to Procertas programming, which is about the basics of
office technology. There is usually a vendor or practitioner that will come to campus two to four
times per semester and do a demonstration for about an hour on topics such as blockchain in law
practice or cybersecurity for attorneys. The attendance ranges; in 2019, between 6 and 16
students attended each session. We do a range of advertising — signs all around the building,

email blasts, posting on social media channels — and we try to offer a good lunch.

LPT Modules: A set of two targeted instructionals, one on e-discovery and one on legal
analytics, that are done through targeted outreach of faculty. For example, the librarian will reach
out to faculty who teach civil procedure for the e-discovery instructional, and the faculty will
invite them to provide the instructional when the class has discussed discovery; the librarian will
do a guest lecture on e-discovery and platforms generally, then provide hands on interaction with
a platform.!? Because these are done directly through contact with faculty and are mandatory
sessions for the students, attendance is very high, and there is no marketing outside the contact
with faculty. After doing this successfully for a few years, some faculty reach out to schedule the

class at the beginning of the semester, before the librarian can approach them.

Maloney Library Law Practice Technology Certificate:'® In August 2021, the Library launched a

new initiative, the Maloney Library Law Practice Technology Certificate, which will enable
students who participate in this program to earn a certificate upon graduation. To earn the

Certificate, students must 1) complete three advanced Procertas modules with a score of
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Qualified or higher,* and 2) attend five library-approved programs on law tech (like the Lunch
'n’ Learns) or successfully complete the Law Practice Technology class. This new initiative is
still in its early stages, though early sign-up numbers look promising for upper-level student

interest and participation.

Throughout the stages of these initiatives, from brainstorming to execution to evaluation, the
Library has experienced successes and failures: every struggle is an opportunity to learn and
refine the project. While we certainly do not have all the answers, the following themes are

critically important aspects of LPT programming that librarians should consider.

Consider the Library Mission

An important threshold consideration is whether a particular library can or should create law tech
programs for students. Do these programs align with your existing mission statement, goals, and
library culture? At Fordham Law Library, the first section of the mission statement supports any
programming that is geared towards helping students learn the skills that they need outside of
school: “The Maloney Library is a center for service in support of the scholarship of Fordham
Law School’s faculty and the education of its students.”*®> One of the values of the library is
training students to make them prepared for practice, so with that as a clear mission statement, it

does lend itself to developing law tech programs.
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It can also be seen as an extension of what reference librarians already do with legal research
databases, which are themselves a subset of law tech. When reference librarians teach or interact
with students at the reference desk, we always focus on exploring the whys and not just the hows.
It is most important for students to know the various methods of finding information and, in
particular, the strengths and weaknesses of those methods. They should be thinking critically
about the tools they use. When librarians are already operating in this sphere of thinking

critically about technology, it can be a natural transition to other types of law tech.

Additionally, it is important to consider what students need to know when they leave school and
how the library can reach the maximum number of students. At Fordham Law, one of the larger
law schools in the U.S., there are a wide variety of employment outcomes, and therefore diverse
tech needs once in the workplace. For the 2019 graduating class, there were 382 graduates; of
those:

e Large firms: 173 students

e Small to midsize firms: 80

e Business and industry: 30

e Public interest: 20

e Federal and state court clerkships: 271°

Considering these numbers, what should our students know when they leave school and begin

working that is related to the work of the library? What does that look like across this diverse
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employment pool, and across a diverse pool of backgrounds, because we know that not everyone

comes to law school with the same experiences?

Exploring these tech programs and skills that the library is well-suited to present to students and
determining how to meet these needs for the largest portion of a diverse student population in
terms of their employment is a critically important step. Equity and inclusion extends to all
library services and programming. All students should have a strong baseline no matter where
they end up practicing; big law associates, government attorneys, those in legal aid, and
everywhere in-between should all start with baseline skills that will set them up to be

successful.t’

In addition to whether it aligns with the mission statement, any programming should be
considered from the employee perspective: even if the library administration is on board with
these programs, do the librarians have the time to do them? Given the number of librarians who
experience burn-out,8 is there any bandwidth or motivation on staff to manage these programs?
Like much library programs, law tech takes time for project management and actual execution

and evaluation.

After considering these threshold issues of whether the library is the appropriate place and what
types of programming best serve students, there are many other aspects of creating and

marketing law tech programs that need to be considered. These types of considerations do not
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have easy answers; while they might be called best practices, there is not one definitive answer

for the best way to handle any of these issues raised.*®

Define Law Tech Broadly

How can librarians be sure we are teaching transferable skills and not just a trendy new
technology? It is important to teach basic, applicable skills to students, to enable them to analyze
critically new technology and not focus on just one specific buzzword like “blockchain.” Adam

Curphey? provides an apt and insightful analogy:

You would think it odd if students who were learning about contract law spent an entire
module looking in detail at the relationship between the law and sponsorship agreements.
While some of the fundamentals of contract law could be picked up by looking at one
type of agreement, it is too specialised a topic to teach the underlying skills needed to
draft and negotiate contracts in general. . . . Instead, I’m sure the profession would much
prefer new entrants with the skills to adapt to the drafting and negotiating of any contract.
That means giving students a toolkit of skills that assist when drafting and negotiating

legal contracts, including legal writing, negotiation, drafting, etc.

In much the same way, teaching lawtech does not mean teaching Blockchain. Nor
does it mean teaching lawyers how to code. What people really want when they ask for

lawyers who can code is lawyers who have a certain way of thinking. Yes, an awareness
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of current and future lawtech is important — lawyers need to know what they might
encounter in practice and what is available to use, but that does not mean creating a
course that isolates lawtech from the wider business world around it. That means
embedding lawtech into practice-focused education that mirrors how students will work

in the real world, with additional horizon-scanning to ensure students stay up-to-date.?

Build Relationships Across the Institution

Receiving buy-in from other law school departments is important and difficult to do; every
department in the law school has its own goals and are busy with their own programming. By
carefully tailoring pitches to their priorities and concerns, it is easier for other units in the law
school to recognize the overlapping relationship between the library’s law tech offerings and
their own missions. For example, discussing with the professionalism administrators that Word
proficiency is a core professional lawyering skill?? and with the career development office that
students who can set themselves up as tech proficient set themselves apart from other

applicants.?

The most successful example so far for the Fordham Law Library is an integration of the
Procertas LTA into the 1L writing and research curriculum. After piloting the LTA, we wanted
to get as many students as possible learning at least basic Word skills, and we knew the best way
to do that would be to have it required for students as a part of a class, close in time to when they

actually needed to use Word for class assignments or summer work. Legal Writing, with a brief
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due in the spring that requires students to create tables and use styles, seemed a perfect fit. We
pitched the program to the head of Legal Writing and a few of the instructors; they thought it was
important for their students to learn and agreed to call it required. Though the Library still
administers the program completely, from announcing it to students to tracking completion and
answering questions, the Legal Writing faculty ask their students to do it, and often follow-up
with them when they do not. Thanks to the participation of the Legal Writing faculty, over 95%
of 1Ls have completed basic Microsoft Word training in each of the two years since the program

began.

Understand Outcomes to Measure Success

This may be the most challenging lesson, partly because the definition of “success” changes
from program to program, and also because defining the outcomes more broadly can be
challenging. If a stated outcome or mission is to help students prepare for practice, how can that
actually be tracked, if at all? If the overall goal is to make students ready to think critically about
these technical systems they use in their work, how can we be sure it does that? Sending out
surveys after programs for feedback often includes a question like ‘On a scale of 1 to 5 did you
learn something new?’ or ‘Do you feel more confident?” The answers to these questions are
important, but those responses can only get us so far. They do not help us track going forward

whether it made a difference.?
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Think About Marketing

Whenever a library offers voluntary programs, marketing is key. At a minimum, it is a good idea
to have a pre-planned marketing timeline and to advertise frequently and strategically. In
addition to signs in the building, consider things like identifying if there are student groups that
would be interested in the topic; taking advantage of the library’s or the law school’s social
media accounts; or determining whether email listservs are an option. A particularly difficult part
of marketing is how to convince students that adding to their work by doing even more optional
programming is in their best interests. And a frequently asked question: is there any marketing

that can be more effective than a free lunch??®

Conclusion

When developing LPT programming, there are many examples libraries can look to. This is just
one example and is far from the only work being done in this space by librarians and lawyers all
over the world. Successful law tech programs will draw inspiration and guidance from multiple
sources. Indeed, LawTech@Maloney Library was not created in a vacuum: Fordham librarians

learned from informational interviews with those spearheading programs at other schools and at
law firms, conducted pilot programs with student focus groups, and have been reading and

discussing this topic since before this author even finished her library science degree.
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Janet Kearney is the Foreign & International Law Librarian at Maloney Library, Fordham
University School of Law. In this capacity, she wears many figurative hats including, teaching
advanced legal research in foreign and international law; serving as liaison to an active faculty
and international law journal; and working on law tech programming. A member of the
Louisiana bar, she has a J.D. with a Certificate in Civil Law from Tulane Law School and
received her M.L.1.S. degree and B.A. in International Relations from Louisiana State
University. Thanks to the original co-presenters of the panel, Alison Shea and Adam Curphey,

and the Fordham Law librarians, especially Jennifer Dixon for her thoughtful comments.
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