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Online dispute resolution (ODR) planning gives courts the chance to revisit and simplify their processes 
and—as a result—improve litigants experiences with the legal system. Working with ODR vendors to 
design platforms that allow users to have access to critical information in real-time, within the platform, 
and specific to their case type has the potential to improve litigants’ experiences. It can also help 
establish trust in the courts and increase court efficiency by reducing the amount of staff time dedicated 
to assisting parties with basic questions. 

Courts Can Provide Two Types of Legal Information 

1. Procedural/Process-Oriented 
Allows litigants to understand the steps they need to take to proceed with and complete their 
case, including court rules, practices, and procedures and any risks or fees associated with use of 
the platform. 
 
Example: 

1 

2. Substantive 
Objective information that allows litigants to understand basic terms, concepts, and their rights, 
without giving legal advice, to enable them to make informed decisions about their case. This 
does not include suggesting a specific course of action one should take. 
 

 
1Maryland Access to Justice Commission, Writing for Self-Represented Litigants:  A guide for Maryland’s courts and civil legal 
services providers (2012), https://www.courts.state.md.us/sites/default/files/import/mdatjc/pdfs/writingforsrls.pdf  



Example 1:  

 2 
 

Example 2:  
 

3 

 
2 Texas Justice Court Training Center, Self-Help Legal Information Packet- When a Debt Claim has Been Filed Against You (2019), 
https://gato-docs.its.txstate.edu/jcr:8f1e111a-5421-49d5-a421-342deb2ae814/SRL%20-%20debt%20claim%20defendant.docx  
3 Transcend, https://transcend.net/services/PL/beforeAfter.html 



Curating Legal Information for Self-represented Litigants 

In order to provide litigants with the information that best meets their needs, you should include simple, 
right-sized, plain language procedural and substantive legal information to all parties within online 
systems at various stages of the process. This allows users to access information at the moment that it is 
relevant, without having to navigate to multiple websites or additional sources of information.  

Below are some tips on how to provide legal information for self-represented litigants: 

1. Identify the steps in the case or process when information is needed. Map your case flow 
for your ODR case type. Then, consider the key decision points that a litigant will encounter, and 
determine what information will be relevant at each point for the litigant to make an informed 
decision and move to the next step in the process.  

2. Keep it simple. Provide information that is brief and written so that someone unfamiliar with 
the court or the legal process can fully navigate the system and the basics of their case.  
 

Example 1: 

 

Example 2: 

4 

3. Provide only what is necessary at each stage of the process. Include only the information 
that a party needs to know to answer an immediate question or make a specific decision. 

4. Do not merely link out to external resources. Including links can be a useful supplement, but 
do not solely rely on users navigating to multiple external sites to get the information they need 
to understand procedures or basic concepts about their case. This allows you to control the 
content provided and allows litigants to get the specific information they need in one 
convenient location. 

 
4 National Association for Court Management Plain Language Guide: How to Incorporate Plain Language into 
Court Forms, Websites, and Other Materials (2019), https://nacmnet.org/resources/publications/guides/plain-language-guide/ 



5. Partner with stakeholders to draft content. Local legal aid attorneys, self-help centers, or 
statewide access to justice organizations may have plain language legal information that is 
already available and can be easily incorporated into your ODR platform. This will also assist you 
in ensuring that you are able to understand the distinction between what is legal information 
versus what constitutes legal advice. 

6. User-test for plain language and understanding. User-test draft language and content, and 
its placement within the platform and process, with court staff and trusted internal and external 
stakeholders prior to the public launch of any online service. Continue to monitor and solicit 
feedback from users to continuously improve the quality of content. 

7. Challenge vendors to build/design systems that meet users’ needs. Courts should be clear 
with vendors during both their procurement process and in the design and configuration of 
platforms about the need for in-platform legal information at varying points. Select vendors that 
are responsive to courts’ needs, rather than accepting off-the-shelf products that are not 
necessarily well suited for courts and court-users.  

8. Be creative as to how and where you can fit in brief information. Legal information can be 
included on websites, in initial emails from the court or third-party neutrals, on introductory 
pages, in side banners or text boxes, as a parenthetical after the text of a questions, and on each 
page that a party navigates to within the platform. Do not let the vendor’s platform 
configuration or design prohibit you from finding ways to include legal information. 

9. Provide information often and in varying formats. Repeat or reincorporate information as 
necessary to ensure that parties are appropriately informed about procedures, rules, terms, 
risks, or options. Try (and user-test) varying formats, including short narrative text, bullet points, 
flow charts or process maps, graphics, chat boxes or chatbots, or videos. 

Example 1:  
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5 National Association for Court Management Plain Language Guide: How to Incorporate Plain Language into 
Court Forms, Websites, and Other Materials (2019), https://nacmnet.org/resources/publications/guides/plain-language-guide/ 



Example 2: 

 6 
 

Resources to Assist with Drafting and Testing Plain Language Legal Information 

The following resources provide information, checklists, and videos to assist you in drafting plain 
language legal information. Once you have drafted your content, use the additional resources provided 
to test or evaluate your language. 

• National Association for Court Management Plain Language Guide: How to Incorporate Plain 
Language into Court Forms, Websites, and Other Materials 

• Maryland Access to Justice Commission, Writing for Self-Represented Litigants:  A guide for 
Maryland’s courts and civil legal services providers  

• Transcend 
o How to Write in Plain Language 
o Before and After Samples 

• Legal Aid of Western New York WriteClearly: Plain language legal documents help 
unrepresented people use the justice system. 

• National Archives – Drafting Legal Documents 
o Top 10 Principles for Plain Language  

• OpenAdvocate ReadClearly: Free Plain Language Legal Glossary for Websites 
• OpenAdvocate WriteClearly  
• Federal Plain Language Guidelines 

o Checklist for Plain Language 
o Checklist for Plain Language on the Web 

 
6 Minnesota Legal Services Coalition, Tenants Rights in Minnesota (2017), https://www.lawhelpmn.org/sites/default/files/2018-
09/TenantsReprint%202017.pdf  



• Center for Plain Language: 5 Steps to Plain Language 
 

Videos 
• Plain Legal English Part 1  
• Plain Legal English Part 2   
• General Services Administration/Digital Government Essentials of Plain Language Webinar  
• How to Use Plain Language on a Government Website 

 
Testing and Evaluation 
• Transcend: Evaluation  
• Legal Aid of Western New York: Plain Language User Testing Videos 
• Federal Plain Language Guidlelines: Testing 

 

Inserting Plain Language Legal Information into ODR Platforms 

Now that you have your plain language legal information drafted, the next step is to insert it into the 
ODR platform at the key moments you previously identified. Use legal information to guide the parties 
through the process and enable them to make informed decisions.  

Many vendors do not have guidelines or specific configurations that assist courts with knowing how and 
when to incorporate legal information into the platform. Below are screen shots from common vendors 
with callouts and tips on places where legal information could be inserted and the types of legal 
information that may be helpful. You will need to work with your vendor to configure or design your 
ODR platform to incorporate legal information. Note that any legal information included in the examples 
below may not meet the above standards, so it is important to draft text that meets your court users’ 
needs using the tips and illustrations above.  

The following vendors and case type examples are included: 

• Matterhorn – Traffic 
• Modria – Parenting Time 
• Modria – Small Claims/Debt 
• Utah State Courts – Small Claims 

 

  



• Explain the process up-front 
• Enumerate the key steps in 

the process at the beginning 
• Link to FAQs (as noted) 

• Provide examples of the types of 
relevant things the court can consider 
or that litigants can share  

• Explain the value of photos and what 
“supporting documentation” can entail 

• State the timeline for when a decision 
will likely be made and the possible 
results and next steps for each   

• Include information about how what 
they are offering differs from original 
citation (as noted) 

• Indicate the party’s progress or status 
in the resolution process (as noted) 

• Explain the party’s rights to 
accept/reject and the potential 
consequences of accepting/rejecting 
(e.g., unable to appeal, appearing in 
person)  

•  

Example 1: Matterhorn Traffic ODR 
Boxes and arrows indicate where and how relevant, brief legal information text and links to additional 
information could be inserted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Example 2: Modria Parenting Time 
The screenshots below illustrate sections where and how relevant, brief legal information can be 
included for both the plaintiff/petitioner and the defendant/respondent at various points in the process. 

 

 

 

 

 

• Include relevant information for all 
parties (not just one side) 

• Explain the overall process and what 
the parties can expect as they 
navigate the platform 

• Include information for each 
area/stage of resolution, where a 
party will need to make a decision (as 
noted, and see below) 

Consider static links or 
textboxes with information 
or guidance on the party’s 
progress through steps in 
the process. 

Include plain-language, brief 
information specific to the 
area/stage of resolution, where a 
party will need to make a decision 
(as noted). 



 

 

 

• Define key terms in plain 
language (as noted) 

• Explain how the court makes a 
decision and what the parties 
need to consider to make their 
decision (as noted) 

• Provide options when 
available (as noted) 

• Explain what each option 
entails briefly, in plain 
language (as noted) 

• Provide information to all 
parties (as noted) 

• Explain the available options at 
each stage, and define any 
legal terms to allow for 
informed decision-making (as 
noted) 



Example 3: Modria Small Claims/Debt 
 

Email Notifications 
Email notifications offer the opportunity to provide brief procedural information about what the parties 
can expect. You can also consider including links to guides, information packets, or other websites in the 
email. This should be in addition to legal information provided within the platform, not in lieu of it. 

 

Initial Email to Defendant – Initiating ODR 

 

Email to Parties from Mediator 

 

 

  

• Thoroughly explain 
the process, 
expectations, 
timelines up-front 

• Enumerate the key 
steps in the 
process at the 
beginning 

• Explain the 
benefits/risks of 
participation (and 
fees, if any) 

• Link to relevant 
sources 

• Include a description of what 
mediation is and how it will 
proceed, including 
interaction with the neutral 
and the other party, and 
sharing of relevant 
information/documents (to 
be repeated in platform) 

• Provide information about 
confidentiality and what the 
parties can expect 

• Indicate the parties’ options 
regarding participation and 
the consequences of not 
participating 

• Provide any relevant 
information about fees and 
payment (if needed) 



In Platform 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Link to relevant resources when 
appropriate, as a supplemental 
source to what is provided in 
platform (as noted). 

Use visuals to represent where a 
party is in the process and the 
immediate next steps (as noted). 

• Include links or static 
videos, process maps, 
or text to assist the 
parties in 
understanding the 
process or the specific 
case type (e.g. how 
does ODR work, what 
is small claims, etc.) 

• Provide information 
about confidentiality, 
fees, and deadlines at 
the beginning within 
the platform, even if 
also in the notice (as 
noted) 



 

 

 
 
  

Provide information that will 
assist the parties in making an 
informed decision, including 
any benefits/risks to agreeing 
to an offer. 

If information cannot be 
included in the pre-populated 
text (as indicated above), add 
brief information as a 
parenthetical in the text of the 
question or the answer choices 
that explains each option. 



Example 4: Utah State Courts Small Claims 
 

 

 

 

 

• Customize information for 
your particular 
court/process/case type  

• Define key terms (e.g. 
facilitator) and include a 
brief description of the 
process and what parties 
can expect regarding ODR 
and confidentiality (as 
noted) 

 

• Include brief information 
about the available options 
and any 
risks/consequences 
associated with a particular 
choice. 

• Provide an overview of 
how the case may proceed 
given a particular selection. 


