“You mean you want to make law school reflect what we actually do in practice?” in the research tools available as well as the
That was one attorney’s response to
our idea of gathering a group of practicing
attorneys with whom we could discuss current legal research practice. This sarcastic
question highlights the perceived disconnect
between standard law school curriculum and
legal practice—and legal research instruction is no
exception. While legal research is certainly more
practical than many law school courses, the way it
is taught in the academy can be estranged from the
way it is currently practiced in the field. This, in turn,
can be detrimental to students whose first “real-world”
task will likely be legal research.
Part of the problem is that many law librarians who
teach legal research are not currently practicing law.
Law librarians are experts in the use of a variety of legal
resources and many have had significant legal research
experience, but they often lack a current connection to legal
research practice. This does not mean they must return to
the practice of law or abandon teaching legal research. It does
mean that they should look for ways to stay connected to current legal research practice. As they do, legal research instruction will improve and will better prepare students for the legal
research assignments that await them in law practice.
The desire for our legal research instruction to be informed by
current legal research practice led us, as byu law librarians, to form
what we now call the Practitioners Council. This council—made up of
seven practicing attorneys—acts as an advisory board regarding current legal research practice and provides us with real-world insights and
experiences that enhance our teaching. The feedback we receive does
not dictate all or even a significant part of what we do in class, but, when
coupled with our knowledge, experience, and professional judgment, it is
a valuable tool for ensuring our students are well educated in legal research.
why a Practitioners Council?

To meet our goal of ensuring that our legal research instruction is informed
by current legal research practice, we listed several characteristics we felt were
necessary for any project we pursued. One of the first things we decided we
wanted was feedback tailored to the practice environments of our particular
students. This meant we would have to reach beyond the many connections
academic law librarians already make with law-firm librarians. While law-firm
librarians provide useful insight about the skills of new associates, they represent
only a portion of legal employers.
For example, in Patrick Meyer’s recent survey of law-firm librarians, only five
of 162 respondents were from firms ranging from one to 25 attorneys. The number
was so small that the small-firm results were not summarized for the article.1 This
leaves a gap in understanding current legal research practice for academic law librarians whose students get jobs with small firms. At Brigham Young University, for example,
more than one-third of the students who took jobs with law firms in 2007 took them with
firms of fewer than 20 attorneys.2 In approaching the problem of understanding current
legal research practice, we wanted to make sure we took into account firms that do not
have a law-firm librarian, since the legal research environment in those firms often differs
6
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research tasks assigned.3
One factor favoring the use of attorneys
was that attorneys are the ones who evaluate
our students’ work product in the real world
and determine just how good their research
really is. We wanted to be in touch with
their expectations as well as gather their
impressions of students’ and new associates’
research skills. This would allow us to have
a better feel for what our teaching might be
lacking and how we could best prepare our
students to succeed.
Critics may argue that attorneys are
not the best group to consult when focusing on legal research skills since they do
not always follow “best practices.”4 This
might have been a concern if we planned to
rely wholly on their feedback to shape our
courses. However, we saw our project as an
attempt to add the legal research perspective of practicing attorneys to our own best
practices to create a better way to teach legal
research and motivate students, rather than
to replace everything we had been doing.5
Consistent feedback from practicing attorneys is an area that is lacking in current legal
research education.6
In addition to focusing on practitioners,
another important characteristic was the ability to ask follow-up questions to broaden our
understanding and to clarify responses. The
inability to follow up successfully is a weakness inherent in surveys. While survey participants often provide useful comments, the
surveyor can never dig deeper than what is
written on the page. This is fine if the purpose
of the survey is to get a better understanding
of a legal research environment—print versus
electronic, Westlaw versus LexisNexis—but
it limits the usefulness of the tool if what is
being explored is something more intricate,
like the legal research skills and habits of a
practicing attorney.7
Another critical characteristic we hoped
our project would possess, which ultimately
led us away from interviews, was a sustained relationship between us and the
attorneys with whom we hoped to work. The
majority of projects we evaluated—whether
surveys, on-site visits, or interviews—were
fleeting. Law librarians connected with outside researchers at one moment in time, and
then the connection ceased. We hoped that

The Practitioners Council

. . . . Get ting Started
To start we decided to synthesize our thoughts
and put them in writing. We created a onepage guiding document for what we called
the Legal Research Practitioners Advisory
Council, which we immediately shortened
to the Practitioners Council. This document
began by stating the council’s purpose: “To
assure that legal research instruction is well
informed by contemporary legal research
practice.” It also contained information
detailing what the council would be asked to
do, including (1) “Be familiar with the goals
of the first-year legal research and writing
program”; (2) “Provide feedback on the types
of research tasks interns, clerks, and associates are typically conducting”; (3) “Provide
feedback about existing and proposed legal
research assignments”; and (4) “Provide
feedback about specific research practices
in their environment, including sources and
methods most often used.”
This document was prepared not only
to help formalize the council and set forth
its objectives but also to serve as a reference
sheet for the attorneys who would become
members of the council. For this purpose we
also included a few examples of what council members would be asked to do. We did
not want the document to be overwhelming,
but at the same time we wanted to clearly lay
out what we hoped the council would be.
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a sustained relationship with the attorneys
would provide us with the continued connection to current legal practice we were
seeking. We also hoped such a relationship
would produce a greater investment for the
attorneys and allow us to collaborate with
them in ways not possible with a written
survey or a single interview. This would
allow us not only to gather information but
also to get feedback on things we were currently doing or ideas we were interested in
trying.
With these three characteristics—
attorneys, interview-type interaction, and a
sustained relationship—we felt confident we
would find the connection to contemporary
legal research practice we desired. It was out
of these ideas that the Practitioners Council
was born.

We thought a lot about the time commitment of the attorneys who would be involved.
We knew the idea would be much better received if we were sensitive to the attorneys’ busy
schedules. We decided to ask them to commit to only 10 hours of assistance during a calendar
year. We knew this meant we would not be able to get all the information we wanted from
them, but we felt it would help with buy-in on the project. As an added benefit, this kept
things manageable for us as well.8 We were also pleased when our library director pledged
some financial assistance so that we could offer our council members lunch.
. . . . C omp o sition of the C ouncil
In order to more fully benefit our students, we wanted the council to roughly mirror the employment environments typical of our graduates. We contacted our Career Services Office and
acquired their most recent placement report. The report indicated that approximately 70
percent of students went into private practice or a judicial clerkship after graduation. Of
those who went into private practice, about one-third were employed by small firms, which
we designated as having fewer than 20 attorneys. Approximately 15 percent took jobs with
the government or in public-interest work. Using these numbers, we were able to get a better
idea of what we wanted our council to look like.9
We envisioned our council as being relatively small so that we could have meaningful
interaction with the attorneys. After looking at the placement numbers, we determined it
would be useful to have approximately one attorney from the government or public-interest
area, two attorneys from small firms, and three attorneys from medium to large firms. We
also hoped to have some diversity in terms of practitioner age, gender, years of practice, and
type of practice. In addition we wanted to make sure we found attorneys who were interested
in the council and could commit the time needed.
With this in mind we began making a list of potential council members. We started with
people we knew—former law school classmates, people we had worked with, and other lawyers we had come to know over the years. We tried to focus on attorneys in the Provo and
Salt Lake City areas, since many of our law students are likely to practice in these cities and
the proximity would allow us to meet with the attorneys in person.10 We also received some
recommendations of attorneys who would be good candidates to help us.
We identified eight attorneys we were interested in having on the Practitioners Council:
two from the government, two from small firms, and four from medium to large firms. From
this group we hoped at least six attorneys would participate.
. . . . Initial C on tact
We contacted each of the selected attorneys by phone and explained our idea, making sure
to mention our purpose in creating the Practitioners Council, what we would be asking
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methodology for idea-ﬁnding”—“a triple
attack: (1) Individual ideation. (2) Group
brainstorming. (3) Individual ideation.” 19
Yet it was difficult to conceptualize how we
could leverage this approach while limiting
the amount of time we asked members of
the council to volunteer.
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. . . . Stemming

them to do, and the limited time commitment it would require. All the attorneys we talked
to were very receptive to the idea of the council, and many were excited about the project.
There is no doubt attorneys are busy, but we found them willing to commit some time to
a project they felt was worthwhile.11 With all the dissatisfaction there is in the legal profession
about how law schools are training students to actually practice law, we think attorneys on
the whole will be willing supporters of projects like the Practitioners Council.12
Face-to-Face meetings

. . . . Advis ory Board Feedback
When properly constituted, an advisory board represents a wide range of experience, opinion,
and approaches to problem solving. In the business-school setting, boards have proven to be
powerful tools for informing the curriculum and, in some cases, pedagogy.13 But few articles
have taken the time to describe specific methods used to develop meaningful feedback. As
noted above, the members of our council were carefully chosen based on their experience,
practice area, and personality. But distilling information from any group of highly intelligent,
highly articulate, and highly trained people is always more complex than interacting with a
random survey sample or randomized focus group.14
An additional level of complexity arose from the primary reason we impaneled the
group. Traditional objective surveys work best when you know what questions you are trying
to answer. In fact it is hard to imagine how to structure a survey without knowing what questions need to be asked. An overriding concern we had was that legal research practice was
changing in ways we could not always anticipate. While survey design is always difficult—the
ambiguity of language leads to respondents answering different questions than surveyors
thought they were asking—the problem is compounded in a discipline that is so dependent
on ever-changing information technology. We knew that we would need to ask questions,
clarify responses, and develop consensus—and do it quickly. Because the members of the
council were all practicing attorneys, we knew that we would have to limit meetings to 90
minutes or less.15 Since we wanted to maximize the value of our face-to-face meetings, we
knew that standard brainstorming could be only a partial solution.
Alex F. Osborn is traditionally credited with framing modern brainstorming with four
basic rules: “(1) Criticism is ruled out. . . . (2) ‘Free-wheeling’ is welcomed. . . . (3) Quantity is
wanted. . . . [And] (4) Combination and improvement are sought.”16 Others have added (5)
“One conversation at a time” and (6) “Stay focused on the topic.”17 Osborn emphasized that
brainstorming worked better as a method of solving “problems which primarily depend on
idea-finding—not for problems which primarily depend on judgment.”18 He also admitted
that there were limitations to group brainstorming and suggested what he called the “ideal
8

c l a rk

m e m orandu m

Fortunately, one of us had prior experience
serving on a community council, which
had provided exposure to a brainstorming process that combined premeeting
introspection with the creative writing
technique known commonly as sentence
stemming.20
For the community council, a series of
sentence stems was drafted dealing with
participants’ thoughts about major issues
facing the community. Some stems were
very specific while others were as open
ended as “The major issue facing our community is . . . .” Participants were directed
to seclude themselves without interruptions and then read and complete each
sentence stem at least three times and no
more than five times. After pondering the
general mission of the community council,
responses to the stems were supposed to
be emotive—“the first thing that comes
into your mind.” However, after the first
and second ideas flowed, the third and any
subsequent ideas usually followed considerable introspection.
Responses to the questions were
emailed to the facilitator two weeks before
the face-to-face brainstorming session. As
groundwork for the formal meeting, the
facilitator reviewed responses, looking for
patterns and noting any distinct groupings.
Councilors were directed to bring their
written responses when the council convened and were led through a whiteboard
discussion starting with the first question.
Participants were asked to read their highest priority response. This was not necessarily the first response—or even their
favorite response—but it was directed to be
the response they felt best contributed to
the discussion. Every member of the council
was asked to participate. After the first sets
were summarized on the board, participants
were asked to read the next response they
wanted to share.
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. . . . S temming in the
Practitioner s C ouncil
Although a stemming exercise looked like
it would be helpful, our time was more limited with the Practitioners Council. We were
optimistic that we could reduce the discussion session down to 40 minutes because
our group was roughly half the size of the
community council. With that in mind, we
sat down and drafted our instructions for
the stemming exercise and then drafted the
actual stems.
The stems themselves were not very
sophisticated. For our first set of meetings
we decided to use five stems that probed
the attorneys’ use of online resources, their
search behavior, and their observations of
weaknesses in law school legal research
instruction.23 After defining the five stems,
we organized them so that the most concretely answerable stems were first, followed by broader conceptual ideas. Our first
five stems follow:

1. The feature on Westlaw or Lexis that
I use most often is . . . .
2. Besides case law, the most important
source in Lexis or Westlaw I use is . . . .
3. The biggest research-related mistake I
see inexperienced attorneys make is . . . .
4. The single most important legal research
skill that new attorneys need is . . . .
5. The most important thing to remember when
using Lexis/Westlaw is . . . .

wh

This process continued for just under
two hours. Two features of the process
stood out. The first was the overall quality
of the ideas presented. In almost every case
the ideas presented were impressive—far
beyond what individual council members
could have generated by themselves in any
optimal setting for thinking.
The second feature of the stemming
exercise was driven by the social dynamic.
In all survey and brainstorming sessions
there is a persistent problem with conformational bias. People “tend to seek
out information that confirms our existing views and hypotheses, and we tend to
avoid or even discount data that might disconfirm our current positions on particular
issues.”21 Osborn’s brainstorming includes
a “deferment of judgment principle,” which
is in some ways an attempt to ﬁght this
tendency.22 Fortunately, the beauty of the
stemming exercise was that it leveraged
participants’ sometimes-conﬂicting propensities to contribute and to create by giving them a chance to look over their work
product and decide which response helped
further the discussion. The final product in
the community council setting was a set of
clearly defined questions and some excellent proposed solutions.

While the first two stems came directly from
ongoing discussion among legal research instructors
about the most important features of LexisNexis and
Westlaw that should be taught, the third question was
an attempt to shine some light on an area we knew little
about. As lawyers and librarians we tend to define and
solve problems that are brought to our attention by either
clients or patrons. While some detective work is important,
problems typically come to us, and we don’t spend much of
our time defining problems that might be systemic or a consequence of our otherwise exemplary problem-solving behavior.
By asking our council what types of mistakes they had
seen others make, we hoped to uncover gaps between what we
thought we were teaching and what our students actually did in
the early part of their practice. After setting the context with the
third question, we attempted to generate more focused ideas about
skills and tools with the fourth and fifth questions.
R e s u lt s

. . . . Le ss ons for the Cl a ssroom
The Practitioners Council has provided us with new perspectives that
have aided our legal research instruction. While many of the things we
learned were not groundbreaking, the process has helped ensure that we
remain grounded in legal research as it is actually practiced, which better
prepares and motivates our students. A few examples of what we learned
and the changes that resulted are described here.
Context
Two of the five questions in our initial stemming exercise led to discussions
emphasizing the importance of context in legal research: the third stem probed
for the biggest research-related mistake practitioners saw inexperienced attorneys make, and the fifth stem targeted what practitioners felt was the most
important thing to remember when using LexisNexis or Westlaw. In both discussions a common theme developed about young, inexperienced, or just plain
sloppy attorneys who mistook a collection of cases containing keyword phrases for
the rule of law in a particular area.
While a general critique of research strategies was beyond the scope of our project, it is interesting to note that all attorneys on the panel expressed concern over how
ubiquitous keyword searching has made it easy to mistake an outlying point of law
as representing the field as a whole. Younger attorneys on the council expressed the
realization that they had to guard against the bad practice, while the longest-practicing
member on the council expressed sympathy for young attorneys who were under time
clar k
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Anecdotes and Motivation
One of the unanticipated results of the Practitioners Council was the number of valuable
anecdotes we gathered from the practitioners. Each of us has our own favorite war stories
we tell in our legal research classes: the time we used the digest to find a case others could
not; the time we forgot to Shepardize; the time a summer associate we knew rang up a huge
Westlaw bill. These stories are valuable because they demonstrate the principles we are
teaching. Students take an interest in these stories and tend to remember them more easily
than an explanation of how a digest works.
Lawyers are generally good storytellers, and we gathered a wealth of anecdotes from
the council that rejuvenated us and our classroom discussions. Old examples from when we
practiced either gave way to or were supplemented by examples that had occurred the month
or the week before. As we continue to meet with the council, our pool of examples continues
to grow, allowing us to incorporate more real-world experience into our classrooms. This
demonstrates another benefit of the council: the gathering of perspectives and experiences
from a number of attorneys.
Along similar lines, we quickly noticed that the Practitioners Council helped pique our
students’ interest in what we were teaching. Because much of law school feels removed
from legal practice, attitudes toward legal research instruction can suffer, despite the fact
it is one of the more practical skills taught. But as our students saw that we were reaching
out to practicing attorneys and had a connection with the real world, they appeared more
interested in what we had to say.24 This result is in-line with educational research showing
that “perceived relevance is a critical factor in maintaining student interest and motivation.”25
Many other examples have arisen spontaneously in our classrooms as we teach topics
we have discussed in the Practitioners Council. These examples help give weight to what
we are saying and provide extra motivation for students to focus on learning what we are
teaching.26
Mediating Novices to Experts
As a result of the feedback we received in our first meetings in 2009, we focused our 2010
meetings on drilling deeper into our council members’ research practices. Our inquiry was
based on our desire to apply the educational psychology theories regarding deliberate practice and mediated learning experience (mle) to our research instruction.27 This meant that
we needed to distill specific cognitive structures that could be taught to our students as the
foundation for their ongoing development of skills, ideally through compelling practical
assignments. To flesh out the differences between novice and expert performance, we started
by attempting to identify how our attorneys classified research problems. We asked them to
describe particularly challenging research assignments and then to describe those that they
would characterize as easy.
10
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As with the 2009 stemming experience,
we found that the answers both confirmed
our experience and expanded our understanding. While the “easy” spectrum did not
surprise us—the most commonly referred to
easy assignment was researching a statute—
we were caught off guard when all the practitioners listed “research a statute” as their
most difficult assignment as well.
The difference in reported difficulty centered on how the statute was applied. One
example involved a death-penalty case on
appeal that ran into a cap on funds for the
defense. After the cap was exceeded, an
application was made for additional funds;
however, at the same time the legislature
passed a statute that not only limited the
amount allocated to the appeal but also
included a provision that left a defendant to
self-representation when an attorney was
conflicted out of the representation due
to lack of funding. The “get tough” statute
failed to state clearly whether it applied to
cases that were already in process or if it was
completely prospective. In this case, the old
statute was easy to find and the new statute
was easy to find, but determining which statute applied was very difficult.
Besides the difficulties of subject-matter
jurisdiction and temporal application of statutory provisions, another area of reported difficulty was the time frame for an assignment.
Based on a ﬁrm’s litigation calendar, research
can have either a short or a long window for
completion. Two-thirds of the practitioners
reported difficult research problems related
to time constraints imposed by the litigation clock. Though we were aware that many
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pressures to come up to speed in areas they had never practiced before. He lamented the
disappearance of a time when attorneys would read every case in the jurisdiction or field
to make sure they developed a holistic understanding. From his perspective, electronic
resources encourage an eclectic, as-needed approach, which can save an incredible amount
of time when serving a diverse practice but has the unintended consequence of limiting
attorneys’ conceptual understanding of the law as a whole.
As librarians we have most often encountered this problem when student externs contact the library because they cannot find clear summaries in case law that articulate the
rule they are arguing. The holdings of the cases they find online usually only deal with
exceptions and limitations to the general rules. The general rules are often listed in cases
beyond the first few results pages in Westlaw or LexisNexis. This is typically because the
common law in that area of practice was settled long ago. Proper use of secondary sources
would have helped prevent the mistake, but excessive reliance on keyword searching in
case law leaves some lawyers blind to the fact that they are actually missing the primary
points they should be arguing.

attorneys experienced stress while trying to
balance the demands of the practice, we had
not conceptualized the timing of the litigation and its limit on the time frame for legal
research as a dimensional qualifier for the difficulty of a legal research assignment.
This underscored the limitation of a
strictly academic approach to research
training—the scientific enumeration of a
checklist of skills like “research statutes.”
Because as librarians we would classify the
attorneys’ examples of difficult problems
as statutory applications of first impression,
we had never thought to teach students that
this type of problem is, in reality, just a particularly tricky type of statutory research.
The difficulty is not related to how to use
a tool like the statute’s index or annotations to find the text, but instead the challenge comes from the application of what is
found. Finding is only the beginning of the
legal research skill; application is what distinguishes expertise.
This insight was especially valuable
because we had been planning to expand
our use of practical research assignments
(practicums). The practicums had received
positive evaluations from students, but they
were not assigned until the middle of the
second semester of the legal research and
writing course. We had hoped to develop
smaller assignments (micro-practicums) as
a way “to develop a collection of authentic
training tasks that can qualify as deliberate practice activities and support selfregulated learning, generation of feedback,
and repeated practice of corrected performance.”28 What the Practitioners Council
taught us was that our checklist approach
to legal research skills needed more refinement. Not only would we need to develop
assignments that required finding a statute,
but the exercises would also need to teach
students to develop sensitivity for how difficult the discovered statute is to apply; not
only would time limits need to be part of the
micro-practicums, but we would also need
to teach students to be aware of how timing
increases the difficulty of assignments.
. . . . F u t ure Activitie s
Something we especially like about the
Practitioners Council is that it is extremely
flexible—it can be what we want it to be.

Up to this point we have focused mainly
on getting feedback through the stemming
exercises in our face-to-face meetings. But
we have many other ideas for utilizing the
Practitioners Council in the future that may
appeal to law librarians wondering if they
want to create a Practitioners Council of
their own.
As discussed earlier, one of the reasons for soliciting feedback from practicing attorneys is that they are the evaluators
of our students’ legal research skills in the
real world. In the future we hope to ask
our practitioners to comment on students’
work products. During their second semester, our students’ final project is a research
scenario that results in a one- to two-page
response. We would like to know how the
best responses compare to what practitioners expect of a summer associate or even a
young associate. This would give us a better
idea of whether the work products our top
students are producing are really what practitioners want to see.
We also hope to leverage the Practitioners Council to add new research problems to
our curriculum. In the past few years we have
focused on adding more real-world research
assignments to our curriculum.29 We have
used a number of resources—workbooks,
research assistants, ourselves—to come up
with research scenarios that help teach legal
research skills while giving students a more
realistic research experience. The Practitioners Council seems like a natural place to
find real-world research scenarios. While
the practitioners may have to be vague on
certain details, we believe we can adapt
these scenarios into viable research problems.30 They can even be introduced as
issues recently encountered by a practicing
attorney, which will likely enhance student
interest.
We anticipate that other ideas for using
the Practitioners Council will come as we
continue the project. In our minds the flexibility of the Practitioners Council is one of
the reasons it is such a useful tool. While we
have used it in certain ways that have been
helpful to us, others may find very different
approaches. However it is used, the most
important aspect is the connection it creates
between practicing attorneys and academic
law librarians teaching legal research.

Conclusion

The ivory tower is the home of academic
law librarians who teach legal research.
But as legal research practice continues to
change, we must reach outside of the ivory
tower and connect with contemporary legal
research practice. The Practitioners Council has been a valuable tool for us to connect with attorneys who are in the thick of
legal research practice. This connection has
helped us improve our legal research curriculum, motivate our students, and align
our instruction with current legal research
practice.
© David L. Armond and Shawn G. Nevers, 2011. A version of this article was originally published in 103 Law
Libr. J. 575 (2011).
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