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LEGAL LITERACY DEFINED
Having sufficient knowledge
about how the legal system
works regardless whether or not
you have an immediate need for
it because there is significant
value in not waiting until you
have a legal problem to figure
out how to solve it or how the
solving process works.
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article publication
On April 25, 2017, the following article was published in
Exposure Magazine to begin the discussion about what legal
literacy is and why it matters:
The climate of our society isn’t just changing because Mother
Nature is sending out warning signs. In fact, some could
analogize the need for global warming initiatives and education to
the need for improved legal literacy everywhere.
The recent years of media coverage have not denied attention to
criminal law issues but most have focused on bringing awareness
to perceived conflicts between law enforcement and civilians. How
many times have you read or watched a media clip about the
fallen lives of civilian suspects or persons of interest with only a
moment’s notice to consider what their side of the story would
have been had they not died during confrontational situations
with police? Or how many times have you been asked to remember
blue lives matter too?
This article is not encouraging you to choose the side of law
enforcement or the shades of human beings. In fact, this article
isn’t just about criminal law. This article represents the greater
need for you and the community members around you to become
more knowledgeable about what truly matters: legal literacy. Laws
are written differently across state lines but remain consistently
beneficial in one respect: the basic understanding of their
principles and the situations to which they apply can immediately
increase awareness, decrease adversarial misunderstandings, and
promote competency everywhere.
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Legal literacy is the ability to be knowledgeable about
legal issues affecting the society we live in today and
the potential effects legal issues may have on the
achievements of future builders.
So what would it take for you to achieve legal literacy?
At minimum, the effort to connect with people who are
vested in providing free access to critical examples of
injustices, how to spot them, how to avoid them, how
to overcome them, and equal access to legal rules that
every person should know as if it were a course
provided in an elementary textbook. So why should you
even invest any time or effort into achieving it?
Simply, legal literacy matters because a lack of
understanding has created and will continue to foster
tensions between different groups of people in a
climate consistently plagued by racial, ethnic, and
socioeconomic confusion. I think many would agree
that discourse won’t help us move forward in raising
strong families, building better businesses, connecting
with more community members, and pressing towards
progress for social improvements that effect the
masses.

"...a lack of understanding has created and will
continue to foster tensions between different
groups of people in a climate consistently
plagued by racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic
confusion."
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PREVENTATIVE APPROACH

Encouraging legal literacy is the
preventative approach to combating
common misunderstands between
individuals in our communities by
highlighting the legal framework that
ultimately decides the outcome of
disputes. Think of it like receiving a
lesson from civics class in grade school
except this is practical stuff most of us
weren’t taught. Throughout my legal
career, it has bothered me how often I’ve
heard people say, “I’ve never been in legal
trouble so this is new to me and I don’t
know what to expect.” Not because I
haven’t wanted to help them, but because I
was disappointed they were not already
given the free tools they needed to improve
their legal literacy and improve their basic
understandings of what the legal system is
really like, not just the charismatic
renditions played out on television.
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LEGAL SYSTEM NEWBIES

When legal system newbies ask what
to expect, here’s what I tell them: It’s
not all candy and cupcakes at first. It’s
scary for most, in fact, if you’re
looking at your first legal problem,
you may equate it to looking at a food
dish listed on a top 10 scariest foods
survey (like rotten shark or barbecued
bat). But with a little understanding of
the basics and guidance from
someone with experience, solutions
are found to be readily available and
resolutions expected. Not all
outcomes are what you were hoping
for, but with the right advice and
guidance, your future goals can be
protected and you don’t have to be
afraid of losing everything you fear to
lose.
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MAIN DISHES TO KNOW
D. CARR LAW'S

KITCHEN

BASICS OF

LEGAL LITERACY
THREE COURSE
MEAL

DECISION MAKING
INFLUENCE
SOLUTIONS
There are different recipes to make the same dish, so each of these main
dishes may have a different perspective from someone else
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RECIPE: DECISION MAKING
This recipe helps you visualize basic legal systems
(not all states have equally designed legal system
structures, but all have the same cooking process).
Ingredients (Listed in order from largest amount of
influence on the final taste to smallest amount of
influence on the final taste):
The legal challenge
Higher courts and passed laws
Lower courts
Attorneys, and
You
The Legal Challenge is the fire that gets everything
started and is the most important ingredient. Without
the legal challenge, there’d be no need for this recipe.
The size and/or complexity of the challenge has
influence on the rate at which the decisions are made,
which is like the temperature of a fire determining how
quickly a dish can be finished. Bigger problems are like
hottest temperatures because they tend to result in
decisions being made faster.

cautionary cooking
instruction
Faster doesn’t mean the speed
you want it done.
Depending on the problem,
average cooking times always
apply.
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Higher Courts and Passed Laws are the second ingredient
and their influence is historical. They represent changes over
time in how legal challenges have been viewed and solutions
decided. It’s much like the history of how the inclusion of a
particular spice or the amount of its inclusion has changed
the taste of a dish. To me they are the prominent spices in a
dish, very distinct in flavor and influence, can significantly
change the taste with just a little pinch.
Lower Courts are where the legal challenge begins. They
rely on the taste of history from the higher courts to work
through legal challenges, and they are where you spend the
most time trying to find a solution. They are like the bigger
pieces of a stew, say the large cut beef cubes, because without
the influence of prominent spices, they wouldn’t really bring
the dish to the expected result standing alone in a pot.
Attorneys are the ingredient that make the decision making
process fun. They are trained to understand all the
ingredients, including themselves. They are trained to make
suggestions based on their view of solutions that have
previously worked or should work now. And they are meant
to make the recipe taste its best. Despite being on opposite
sides of a challenge, most lawyers are like salt and pepper
(they both help improve the recipe, but the amount of
influence of either depends on what the final taste of the dish
should be and ultimately is). They are also like the rare,
colorful additions to a stew, carrots, tomatoes, eggplant, and
onions, because they have individual characteristics that
cannot be mimicked by other ingredients, they are intended
to be fresh, and they are expected to adapt as soon as they
are thrown in the mix.
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You are the final ingredient.
Without you,
there wouldn’t be a final decision,
there’d be an incomplete recipe.
But the legal challenge is bigger than you.
And by bigger,
I don’t mean you are less important as a human
being.
In fact, this recipe is the most important in the
Legal Literacy Cookbook.
But compared to all the ingredients that bring out
the final decision, that make the finished dish,
you are factored in at the end.
Historical decisions are bigger than you
because they come first.
The lower court that will address your legal challenge
is bigger than you.
And the attorneys working to fight
for one side or another
are bigger than you.
You are important.
You are necessary.
But you are not the only ingredient
that matters.
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the LEGAL CHALLENGE
"Bring the Heat"

HIGHER COURTS &
PASSED LAWS

LAW

LOWER COURTS

ATTORNEYS

YOU...
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cautionary cooking
instruction

I know you may be thinking that because you are
visually placed at the end of the list, you are the
least essential ingredient in the recipe.
But this is farthest from the truth.
Attorneys may be the ingredient that compliments you
and brings your value to the awareness of others,
but you are who attorneys are sworn to protect.
Attorneys understand and interpret historical
decisions on legal challenges and they are trained
to develop solutions in your best interests. But
always consulting you about what those best
interests are and how they can be achieved.
You can take the risk of trying to stand alone
against the legal system, but attorneys are meant to
stand with you, support you, and promote your best
interests.
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RECIPE: INFLUENCE
sway one way or
another

Professionalism, Character,
Ingredients

Legal facts, & Persuasion
Professionalism is like needing water to cook pasta.
Without professionalism, the dynamic of decision making becomes
much harder than it needs to be. Professionalism is all about how
humans behave, that includes the judges, the attorneys, you, and even
court personnel. If anyone is unkind, dishonest, or unable to
empathize throughout the decision making process, it shows.
And it means someone else has to work harder.
Character is like the selection of sauce to toss the pasta in after it’s
cooked. Character is the individualized flavor that determines whether
someone is capable of being professional or not. Good character tastes
great, bad character, not so much.
Legal facts are like noodles, they come alone, often with minimal
flavor, and they are already shaped in some way. The shape of legal
facts depends on who is presenting them. Without being surrounded
by the other ingredients for influence, there’s no context to make a
good decision about a legal challenge (just like without the other
ingredients for a pasta dish, noodles are just noodles).
Persuasion, albeit last, is incredibly important, but really only works if
combined with the ingredients before it. Persistent and positive
persuasion is the result of a professional player with good character
presenting facts favorable to their perspective. Persistent and positive
persuasion determines how good the outcome can be. It’s the finishing
touch necessary to finalize influence. If you leave out the persuasion,
there’s a chance the dish will still turn out okay, but if you add it to the
dish, you are guaranteed to have a better chance at having a final
product you are proud of.
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RECIPE: SOLUTIONS
INGREDIENT: CREATIVITY
A recipe for
solutions is akin to
a recipe for rainbow colored frosting.
The finished product is what people
will remember first, they will look
at the colorful layers and decide
what they think about how it turned out.
And they’ll ask, who made that?
Because laws already exist and because decisions
have already been made on certain legal issues,
the best way to develop solutions that are going to promote
the achievement of your future goals is CREATIVITY.
That’s why creativity is the only ingredient for solutions.
Creative solutions come in different colors,
some are better suited for certain situations than others.
But what matters is that the person delivering the
creativity recognizes the need for personal orders,
something that reflects the needs, wants, and
bright future of the person
facing the legal issue.
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WHAT NOW?
Did you know the light bill is one of the first bills paid by consumers?
We believe it's because very little can be accomplished in the dark.
The need for our services comes from a recognized need for a brighter
perspective.

SELF-ASSESSMENT CHECKLIST
Do you have personal, professional, and financial goals?
Is a legal problem threatening your ability to accomplish those goals?
Is your future worth the value of receiving creative solutions from
caring individuals?

D CARR LAW'S
MENU OF SERVICES
SPECIAL EDUCATION LAW:
Academic Advocacy & Advisement
Summer Preparatory Academy
Behavioral Support Partnership
Eligibility Partnership

Analysis & Support
Comprehensive Legal Research and
Writing
Case Management Conferences

CRIMINAL DEFENSE:
Special focus on individuals diagnosed with
autism spectrum disorder or other intellectual
disability diagnoses
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Post Disposition Development
Mitigation
Future Focus Conferences

CONTINUED LEARNING
A couple of key takeaways …
You should want to increase your understanding
of common legal information because you don’t
deserve to be taken advantage of
You should have free access to information you
need
When you need someone to guide you through
the legal process, it should be someone who
genuinely cares about your future
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