Legal Clinics: From Law Reform to Social Change
Very few countries around the world can boast of a community legal clinic system like Ontario’s, where people who couldn’t otherwise afford a lawyer get free help with housing, social assistance, disability, immigration, employment and other issues.
But Ontario’s 60 community clinics, 20 specialty clinics and 6 Student Legal Aid Service Societies offer much more than just legal help for individuals. Clinic lawyers and community legal workers also work with communities to tackle bigger issues like poverty, discrimination and unemployment. Our recipe for success is simple: legal casework, public legal education, law reform and community organizing. 
Legal Casework is where clinic lawyers or community legal workers provide individual clients with free legal advice or representation on issues such as housing, social assistance, disability, immigration and employment. Clinics receive dedicated funding from Legal Aid Ontario to provide legal assistance to low-income people in Ontario.
Public Legal Education (PLE), sometimes called Public Legal Education and Information (PLEI), is where clinic staff offer workshops or produce materials to provide people with the information they need to understand their rights under the law. PLE materials are also used to inform the public about changes in the law or about programs and benefits they might be eligible for.  
Law Reform is where clinic staff work to improve government legislation, rules and policies for the benefit of low-income people. Common strategies include: initiating test cases that draw attention to the need for legislative reform; building community support using the media, meetings and information sessions; lobbying municipal, provincial and federal politicians for changes to government legislation; and meeting with senior bureaucrats, ministers and other policy-makers to outline problematic rules and policies that need to be changed. 
Community Organizing, also called Community Development (CD), is where clinic staff work with people in the community to mobilize for broader social change. Community organizing results in a base of concerned people who take action to bring about changes to the law and government legislation, rules and policies. The struggle – and it can take many years – is led by low-income people. The role of legal clinics, along with community agencies and policy groups, is to offer practical support, such as legal representation, meeting space, administrative assistance, research and access to political and media networks.
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