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In November 2019, NLADA’s Project to Advance Civil Legal Aid Collaborations (PACC) held the 

inaugural convening of a new leadership cohort that will utilize a peer learning model to support 

emerging civil legal aid leaders’ efforts to strategically organize the delivery of their services to be 

collaborative and holistic. Seven equal justice leaders from West Virginia, Oklahoma, Maryland, 

Vermont, and Illinois gathered from across the country to learn about and share best practices in 

partnership building, monitoring and evaluation, and replication.  

We believe that each cohort member represents an idea and project poised to change the landscape 

of justice in America. And we are committed to scaling the very best of these projects nationwide.  

To that end, we have drafted case studies, like this one, for each of the leaders that describe how 

they build their partnerships and funded their work. Each case study also includes supporting 

documents, ranging from training materials for partnering staff to grant details and MOUs.  

To contact PACC or to receive individualized technical assistance about specific funding for your 

practice, email resourcedesk@nlada.org. PACC is staffed by Casey Chiappetta and Radhika Singh.   

PACC is generously funded by the Kresge Foundation. 
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Legal Aid Services of Oklahoma (LASO) partners with regional workforce development 

partners, nonprofits, and tribes to assist with workforce development and reentry services.  

First, LASO works with The Education and Employment Ministry (TEEM). TEEM is a nonprofit that 

provides employment services to reentry males. TEEM’s Reentry Services Program provides services 

pre-release and continues for 12 months post-release. Services include GED preparation, job skills 

training, and computer navigation, resume writing, interview coaching, mentorship, and legal aid. A 

LASO attorney is embedded at TEEM. This LASO attorney is funded as a subgrantee to a OneStop 

Department of Labor (DOL) grant. Second, LASO has a similar DOL subgrant with the Center for 

Employment Opportunities (CEO) in Oklahoma City serving reentry youths with employment issues. 

Third, they also have a DOL subgrant with the Tulsa Community Services Council at its one stop shop 

for reentry for an embedded attorney. Fourth, Workforce Tulsa contracts with LASO to accept 

referrals. This work is supported by Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) funds. 

LASO also has reentry attorneys embedded with the reentry/employment programs of the 

Muscogee (Creek) Nation (MCN) as well as the Citizen Potawatomi Nation (CPN). The former is 

funded through the Second Chance Act and the latter is funded through Coordinated Tribal 

Assistance Solicitation (CTAS). With MCN, the Reintegration Program provides reentry services, such 

as housing, assistance with food and clothing, community service, and career development for 

Muscogee Creek citizens.  

For the purpose of this leadership cohort, LASO is focusing on its work with TEEM and MCN. In both 

of these projects, LASO provides a range of services to individuals experiencing barriers to 

employment. For example, attorneys address issues and needs around obtaining drivers and 

occupational licenses, accessing birth certificates, securing means of transportation, clearing or 

sealing criminal records, obtaining fair housing, combatting employment discrimination, receiving 

Social Security, and addressing family law issues. 



 
 
 

ABOUT THE PARTNERSHIPS 
Muscogee Creek Nation’s Reintegration Program: The Reintegration Program provides reentry 

services, such as housing, assistance with food and clothing, community service, and career 

development for Muscogee Creek citizens. To qualify for the program, individuals must have a 

felony conviction, be an enrolled Creek citizen, and reside within the jurisdiction. Prison staff refer 

Muscogee citizens to the Reintegration Program and staff visit inmates regularly while they are 

incarcerated. The program also holds classes and offers cleansing ceremonies. Upon release, 

program participants have access to case managers and reentry services including legal aid. The 

program began as a pilot project in 2005, received sustainable funding from the tribe through 

legislation in 2007, and multiple times over the next six years through DOJ’s Coordinated Tribal 

Assistance Solicitation. LASO has been working on the Reintegration Program for over five years.  

TEEM: TEEM provides individuals with educational support, social services, and job training and 

placement. TEEM’s Reentry Services Program provides services pre-release and continues for 12 

months post-release. Services include GED preparation, job skills training, computer navigation, 

resume writing, interview coaching, mentorship, and legal aid. In 2014, LASO placed an in-house 

attorney in TEEM.  

NARRATIVE 
LASO Executive Director, Michael Figgins, compares his process for seeking partners to getting a free 

sample at the grocery store – once people get a taste of what legal aid can do, they want more. In 

each of these partnerships, LASO made the initial contact. For example, with Muscogee Creek 

Nation, the tribe has quarterly reentry meetings that Figgins began attending with a stack of 

business cards, to establish interest and connect with future clients. He also started a relationship 

with the grant writer, and when a new grant came in, LASO was written into it. He finds the outreach 

and relationship building phase rewarding, though not without challenges. Often, he says, partners 

may initially be focused on other important issues like finding clients a place to live or connecting 

them with other services. In response, he underscores legal aid as an important tool in their service 

toolkit, and one that is necessary for addressing the holistic needs of clients.  

Each project is staffed by one embedded full-time attorney funded at $80,000 per year. This attorney 

works on-site four days a week. On the fifth day, they come to LASO’s office for case staffing. Each 

on-site attorney is remotely supervised. LASO wants their attorneys fully integrated into the non-

profit so that in addition to serving the clients, they are also able to consult on various cases with 

partner staff. LASO’s goal is for the partnering organization to forget that the attorney is a legal aid 

employee.  

With a few exceptions, LASO embeds attorneys and avoids referrals. Figgins doesn’t like referrals 

because they rely on partner staff to identify and refer legal issues. When there is an embedded full-

time attorney, clients can be screened for all legal issues. For example, partner staff might not 

identify or connect a problem a client is facing as a legal need and issue.  

Training partner staff on legal aid and legal needs is at the core of LASO’s successful partnerships. At 

the onset of each partnership, they have an initial training and then have top-up trainings over the 

http://www.tribaljustice.org/places/corrections-reentry/muscogee-creek-reintegration-program/
https://www.teem.org/services


 
 
 

course of the partnership to respond to staff turnover, changes in the organization, etc. In these 

trainings, LASO presents scenarios of legal issues, teach them about common legal issues, and 

provide screening tools and how to ask the right questions.  

Attorneys who are excited about working with tribes and are interested in criminal justice reform 

are chosen for these positions. Figgins says compassion and empathy are key qualities he looks for 

in attorneys – he says that he can teach attorneys how to be successful in obtaining positive 

outcomes for their clients, but he cannot teach someone compassion. This also helps prevent staff 

turnover because as legal aid attorneys are passionate about the work.  

CHALLENGES 
To minimize turnover, each attorney is salaried at $80,000. LASO has found that because Muscogee 

Creek Nation is more remote – it’s approximately 1.5 hours from Tulsa – it has been harder, but not 

impossible, to staff this location. To address this challenge, they try to recruit attorneys from 

Muscogee Creek Nation and are often successful. While Figgins wants the attorneys to become fully 

embedded in their partnering organizations, he doesn’t want them to lose their connection to LASO, 

so there is regular communication between on-site attorneys and managing attorneys.  

EVALUATING SUCCESS AND COLLECTING DATA 
LASO uses LegalServer to collect and track outcomes – what the attorneys did, how did they do it, 

and what was accomplished each year of the project. LASO shares this information with their 

partners and periodically meets with them to discuss the status of the various projects. Figgins is 

adamant that this relationship is also one of customer service and works to ensure that all of their 

partners are satisfied with the legal aid partnership. As LASO has found, data collection and sharing 

is a key component of maintaining these relationships.  














