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READERSHIP SERVICES AND LAW LIBRARIES 

 

ABSTRACT 

The paper seeks to provide the basic information about how law collection is organized, 

administered and used vis a vis the role of the custodian of the information resources i.e. the 

librarian. It also dwells on the basic concept of law library; readership services in the law 

library; and the deployment of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in 

readership services. The paper challenges the law librarian to rise up to the task in 

repositioning the Nigerian Court Library for effective service delivery. 

INTRODUCTION 

The effective and efficient practice of all professions require knowledge. The 

depository of knowledge and an indispensable and a veritable tool to garner 

knowledge is the library. This is more with the law discipline.  Lawyers do spend 

a great deal of time in the library in the course of seeking for knowledge to be 

able to discharge their responsibilities. Thus, the study and practice of law is 

essentially library-based. It, therefore, beholds that the acquisition of an effective 

working knowledge of the use of library would pay off in the entire practice of a 

law practitioner. 

It is evident that, due to the limited memory capacity of the human brain, lawyers 

do carry a limited amount of legal knowledge in their heads and a good lawyer is 

one who knows where to look for the relevant law and is then able to apply it 

adequately to the issue at hand. The information resources that contain relevant 

laws are the statutes, Law reports, Law books, treatise, Journals, etc. These 

information resources are collected, organized, preserved and disseminated in a 

library setting. The professional that interface between the resources and the users 

(lawyers) is the librarian 
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In law where we have different facets of practitioners, which may be advocators, 

solicitors, academicians or adjudicators, wherever one may fall as a lawyer, one 

must read and apply what is read to the state of affairs of what is before him. 

Though it is a general opinion that law is static but the application of law is 

dynamic, this underscores the fact that a Law Practitioner must cultivate the habit 

of reading to be able to apply the law adequately. 

It is evident that libraries are attached to various courts, but the service delivery 

need to be revolutionized so as to cope with the multiple needs of the library 

users, viz: the Judicial officers, Lawyers, Legal Officers, Law Researchers, Law 

reporters etc. This also applies to storage facilities for storage of books and non-

book materials:  audios, videos, prints, non-prints etc. Therefore, the theme for 

this workshop, "Repositioning the Nigerian Court Libraries for Effective 

Service Delivery", is apt. This points to the fact that Libraries situated in Courts 

need to be revolutionized so as to cope with the multiple needs of its users. 

It is a common saying in the academic parlance that ‘you either publish or perish’. 

This is to ensure that the academics and academia contribute to a body of 

knowledge in their fields. In the course of research to do this, a lot of literature 

review by means of reading is done in order to discover what others have done to 

avoid duplication of efforts but lay a foundation to build knowledge. However, 

in the practice of law, whether as an advocate, solicitor, academician, or 

adjudicator, reading is highly involved to obtain and use information/knowledge 

in order to put in the best practice. This is more so because the application of law 

is dynamic, and not static as have been opined by some scholars. So this 

underscores the fact that a Law Practitioner must cultivate the habit of reading to 

be able to adequately apply the law as it might be. 

Generally, to read and have access to information in order to contribute to 

knowledge is a battle half won. Conversely, in Law also, to read and have access 
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to information is a battle quarter won whereas the application of the accessed 

information, to the situation before the Law practitioner,  is three quarter of  what 

is required to win a case. This point to the fact that reading, most especially 

esoteric reading, is germane to the Legal practice and practitioners.  

A Legal Practitioner, be it a solicitor, an advocate or a judge,  is always 

overwhelmed with multiplicity of books, case laws, journals, law reports, 

legislations, and Government publications to read, contend with and use the 

wisdom gained in order to win a case or pass good judgment.  

In the course of reading, of all the bewildered multiplicity of information sources 

before a lawyer, it is just a few that are needed at a particular time. Thus, a lawyer 

is limited by time to consult all the publications: the hard copies of information 

resources in the law library and the soft copies from internet searches. In this 

scenario, the readership services of a law library are required to mediate between 

the lawyer (user) and the multiple of information resources. The roles of the law 

library here is to ensure that there are readership services that would facilitate 

prompt access to the right information needed. A service department is required 

to filter these overwhelming information resources and make the relevant but 

specific information available to the end user for immediate or future use.  

The readership services offered by law libraries highlight the importance of a law 

library to the law profession. Little wonder then why a law firm cannot be 

considered as one without a library and the chambers of judges are synonymous 

to libraries. Hence, the law library. 

THE LAW LIBRARY 

Anaeme (2015), in Akinyemi (2017)1 described judicial (law) libraries as the 

libraries usually found within the court premises. In other words, they are often 

referred to as court libraries. They are established to serve the judicial arm of 

government. They serve the judges, magistrates and counsel in the preparation of 
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cases and dispensation of justice. In Nigeria, these libraries include the Supreme 

Court Library, Court of Appeal Libraries, Sharia Court of Appeal  and, Federal 

and States High Court Law Libraries, National Industrial Court libraries and 

Magistrate Court libraries across the country. 

A library is best defined, mostly, by its collections and the clients it is meant to 

or intended to serve. So the conceptual definition of ‘the law library’, for the 

purpose of this paper, is: 

a special library designed to assist law students, attorneys, judges, law 

clerks etc to  find out and correctly determine the state of the law. The 

library generally provides physical or digital access to information 

materials. Thus, it may be a physical building or room, or a virtual 

space, or both. 

The Law library is a collection of information resources, services and the building 

in which information resources and services are housed, administered and 

managed. Therefore, the basic function of a law library is to acquire and provide 

basic law materials in print and non-print formats for research, and to enhance 

quick and efficient administration of justice by the courts.  

The Law Library also is a Service Department in the Judiciary. It plays a major 

role in the administration of Justice; support of scholarship by the promotion of 

quality Legal education; and in the functioning of a social system which adheres 

to the rule of law by the Judicial officers, lawyers, who have little or no time to 

search exhaustively to access relevant reports, Acts etc from the numerous 

information resources in the law library. The way out is to rely upon the librarian 

and his professionals skills which enhance the capability of any legal researcher 

to arrive at accessing the relevant information resources needed. 

Therefore, the judiciary mostly depends on the law library to enhance quick and 

easy access to legal information resources to ensure effective administration of 
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Justice. As a result, the vision of a law library is to provide prompt and 

professional guidance and access to reliable and comprehensive information to 

law practitioners to assist them to pursue legal rights and remedies. It also has the 

mission to provide the courts and the public with access to comprehensive and 

current legal materials and resources in an efficient and timely manner and to 

provide bibliographic assistance, educational programs, legal reference and 

research guidance to all patrons(State of State of Connecticut Judicial Branch 

Law library Services (2017)2 

The law library does play unique and integral roles in shaping the quality of the 

legal system at all levels by virtue of its unique collections and information 

services offered. It is apart of the process from the very start of the legal system. 

Thus, by virtue of its place, it offers critical functions, which are: 

 legal education; 

 protection of public legal rights; 

 availability of quality legal information at reasonable cost; and 

 open and equal access to legal information for all potential users. 

 

The law library is a major player in the legal system and practice if it offers 

effective and efficient readership services to the users. 

According to Akinyemi, N. (2017)3, conceptually, judicial libraries are 

specifically designed to provide materials to enhance legal information provision 

for education, research, and practices. These libraries are manned by professional 

librarians that have a cognate experience in the field of librarianship. The libraries 

play a unique and integral role in shaping the quality of the legal system at all 

levels by the virtue of their unique collection and services. There are many 

services rendered in these libraries; such as Current Awareness Services (CAS), 

Selective Dissemination of Information (SDI), Indexing Services, User 

Education, Answering users query, Information and Reference Services among 

other 
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READERSHIP SERVICES 

Readership services entails assistance to the library users for effective, efficient 

and easier access and retrieval of materials from a library and Information center. 

Before a law library can offer effective and efficient readership services, it must 

be stocked with the necessary information resources. The information resources 

to be stocked can be categorized into two: the primary sources and the secondary 

sources. 

The primary sources are the information resources that have not been diluted, 

manipulated or rearranged. They are original in nature. These materials include; 

Constitutions of the Nations, Statutes, Acts, Rules, Ordinances - Federal and State 

Government bodies, Parliament Debates/Proceedings - both Upper and Lower 

Houses, Gazettes – both Federal and State Governments, Court Judgments 

/Reports - of Supreme Court, State High Courts, Tribunals, Special Courts, 

Commissions, Legal Periodicals, Government Publications and other similar 

documents. A number of publications are brought out from time to time by the 

Federal as well as State governments. Most of them consist of reports of various 

Committees and Commissions. The reports of such bodies are of great help in any 

legal research and are valuable resources for the Judicial Library. 

The secondary sources are the information resources extracted from the primary 

sources after they have been manipulated, diluted and rearranged. These are 

Textbooks, Periodicals, and Journals. Popular examples include: 

 Encyclopedia of Forms and Precedents; 

 Common Law Series; 

 Atkins Court Forms; 

 Archibolds Pleading Evidence and Practice in Criminal Cases; and 
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 Aguda- Practice and Procedure of the Supreme, Court of Appeal and High 

Courts of Nigeria etc.(by local and foreign publishers). 

Both the primary and secondary sources can be online legal information sources 

such as Law Pavilion, Legalpaedia, Law Companion, LexisNexis etc.The law 

library acquires series of Information materials in different forms and formats for 

the sole purpose of offering readership services to the potential library users. All 

the materials so acquired are stored in the library waiting for users to identity 

them either by themselves or by the Librarian to satisfy their needs. At this point, 

readership services come in to facilitate delivery of the right and useful 

information source of legal relevance in a convenient and speedy way that is 

suited to the nature of the needs of the user. 

To offer effective readership services, which are the core functions of ‘reference 

services’, the Law Librarian has to put in concerted efforts to identify the users 

and their needs. He then has to institute the required reference services and create 

the bibliographic tools that would meet the identified needs of the users.This is 

to ensure the provision of timeous information that meet the specific need of the 

users in the format that is best suited. So what are the reference services that entire 

readership services in a law library and the bibliographic tools created in a law 

library? Some of the  services offered in the a law library include Indexing and 

Abstracting services, Bibliographic Instruction, Selective Dissemination of 

Information (SDI) , Inter-Library Loan, Library tours, library exhibitions 

including display of new additions to the library, compilation of bibliographies, 

Current Awareness Services (CAS) reference services, internet/e-mail services, 

circulation services, photocopying services etc. 

Major components of readership services can be seen in the followings: 
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i. Assistance Services 

One of the major roles of readership services is to assist the users to 

identify, retrieve and use the information materials in the library. This 

is a truism. It is expected that the staff would explain to the users of a 

law library how books can be identified, retrieved and used in the library 

by the use of the library catalogue and shelve arrangements.  The law 

librarian is, therefore, someone who is completely knowledgeable about 

relevant legal information and resources. His character traits, attitudes, 

and skills should be that which superbly reflects the ethical code of 

conduct of those in the legal profession vis-a-vis that of an information 

specialist. Thus, it beholds that the first point of call for readership 

services in a law library is contact with the law librarian. For the user to 

effectively read in the library, the law librarian: 

 assists the user to find his way around the library and provides 

instructions on how to use the library materials, both print and 

electronic; 

 instructs the user on how to use the library online catalog; 

 provides guidance on varied sources that will help the user  

with research; 

 assists the user with his research using LexisNexis, Westlaw, 

Internet, and other electronic databases; 

 assist the user in locating periodical articles and books on 

specific subjects and in identifying citations and references that 

are unfamiliar; and  

 assists in locating materials that are not available in the library 

– referral services for the user to appropriate sources and 

assistance outside the library. (University of LaVerne College 

of Law (2017)4 
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ii. Citation services  

The Legal profession has its own modes of citations for referencing 

which are different from other general citations. Any new comer into 

the profession may not be well versed with the mode of references given 

in the legal documents. The law librarian instructs the new comers on 

how to search and quote similar judgments.  

iii. Current Legal database services 

With the internet and online sources, several legal databases are created 

and made available in both online and offline form. The Law library 

keeps track of the databases and make them accessible online and 

offline in the library in order to offer effective and efficient readership 

services. Thus, in online, the law librarian has to keep track of legal 

changes in the society, national and international level going through 

newspapers, professional publications like parliament proceedings, 

statutes which reveal the introduction of new bills, introduction of new 

Acts or amendments to the existing Acts.  

iv. Anticipatory Services 

The law Librarian, in anticipation, arranges information materials for 

recent and future use in order to add value to the services that would be 

offered by the library. This may be by the compilation of relevant 

bibliographies and lists available books by subjects. This service do 

take readership services to the doorsteps of users. 

v. Current Awareness Services (CAS)  

The Current Awareness Service (CAS) is very useful to inform 

researchers in the legal field. This is because the slightest change to 

legislations, rules or interim report of any ongoing trials can alter the 

legal world and practice. At this point, CAS comes in. In CAS, 
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information on current arrival of information resources is made 

available on bulletin boards or packaged and sent to the users. Today, 

with the deployment of Information and Communication Technologies 

in library services, CAS can be made more effective by using modem 

communication technologies like group mail facility, SMS through the 

mobile phones, creation of Online ‘blog’, etc. This will go a long way 

to help the entire legal fraternity including practitioners. 

However, it is interesting to note that Court Libraries do provide all 

series of services to the users who require prompt information.  But how 

often do judges require the service of their Libraries? They need the 

services but judges do not often visit the library. This could be for the 

obvious reason that a typical judge's Chambers is a library though not 

manned by a Librarian. The law librarian, in this circumstances, should 

make use of CAS to ensure that the users of law libraries are aware of 

information resources that are beyond their chambers. This will also 

make the library to remain relevant in the judiciary system. 

vi. Selective Dissemination of Information (SDI) Services 

Selective Dissemination of Information (SDI) service is a readership 

service where the library collects the profile of information needs of 

users and their contact information (addresses and telephone numbers) 

and keep in a database. As information resources are acquired into the 

library they are matched with the various information needs of the users. 

Either the information resources or metadata are packaged and sent to 

them. Just like in CAS, SDI can be made more effective by using the 

Information communication technologies. 
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THE DEPLOYMENT OF ICT IN READERSHIP SERVICES IN LAW 

LIBRARIES 

Aina (2004) in Abdulrahman (2016)5 opined that: Library and Information 

Science Progamme is a large and active Profession covering important fields as 

journalism, broadcasting, Librarianship, archives, records management, printing, 

Publishing, book trade, museum and Information Technologies. Abdulrahman 

(2016)6 agrees with (Anywanwu, Oduagwu & Amaechi, 2013) that possession of 

ICT skills in order to be relevant in the new information arena within which to 

apply the ICT skills is important. As librarians are living in a complex hybrid 

information environment that is highly competitive and as such Law Librarians 

ought to be fully equipped with the ICT skills that would enhance and 

revolutionize readership services delivery in the Law Libraries. Therefore, 

Omekwo (2005)7 concludes that information technology has revolutionized the 

acquisition, storage, and retrieval processes. The application of ICT in law 

libraries has widened the scope of librarianship, conferred new roles on law 

libraries, and has placed more demands on the ability of Law Librarians. 

In view of the above assertions on deployment of ICT in law libraries, law 

librarians, especially those in Courts serving their Lordships at various Judicial 

level, should in fact move to the next level of providing not only effective service 

but with the deployment of ICT in their libraries, offer "a spoon feed" service to 

their Lordships considering the enormous work schedule in the judiciary/courts. 

With the ICT, there are a number of online law publications. The Librarians in 

Courts should be working with their Lordships' Research/Legal officers on the 

Cause list, peruse the processes filed, identify the citations, go through the law 

reports, books, and exhibits and bring out the specific area of relevance in the 

identified Cases/Appeals from the cause list.  The identified piece may be 

attached to the legal opinion formulated by the Research/Legal Assistant and 
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forwarded to the relevant Lordships handling the Case/Appeal. This is Selective 

Dissemination of Information (SDI) at the next level. 

Law Librarians need to be self-motivated and competent as the contemporary 

environment indicates a pressing need for the librarians to rise to the occasion of 

professional relevance towards a sustainable professional competence. 

With the avalanche of Information that Librarians are managing, they should be 

able to provide precedent to their Lordships in their ongoing cases as listed in the 

cause list. 

Conclusion 

Librarianship is a multi-discipline profession, the application of the expertise will 

afford the professional to serve his clients diligently and effectively. Acquisition 

of knowledge is very good and it opens the horizon of the beneficiary, be that as 

it may, acquisition of other professional qualification should not be a yard stick 

for a Librarian to attain the highest level in his profession. The versatility and 

adaptability of a Librarian to where and who is to serve is more important than 

acquiring a diploma or/and degree in the profession of the parent institution where 

the library is situated. 

The profession is old, this is evidenced in the 1924 Laws of library science, the 

information exploitation era has further challenged the profession and the 

professionals alike to provide empirical and a more scientific approach to the 

subject of library science. 

For a librarian to be seen to give efficient service he has to take his service to the 

door step of his clients this is the reason why we propose that a librarian has to 

‘spoon feed’ his clients. 

In court libraries for example where the primary users are the bench who have 

little or no time to visit the library having a chamber that is a library on its own. 
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The librarian needs to interact and work with the adjunct staff to know the 

information needs of the judge and to provide the specific information in a usable 

format timeously. 

The court libraries in Nigeria are confronted with challenges in their efforts to 

offer effective and efficient services to their various users. All things been put in 

place, readership services offered by the court libraries can be revolutionized for 

"Repositioning the Nigerian Court Libraries for Effective Service Delivery". 

This can be achieved by initiating innovative readership services that are 

determined by the peculiar information needs of a particular law library and the 

deployment of ICT in such services. The law librarians in Nigeria, with their 

wealth of experience, are capable to bring about the expected change. 
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