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“I have a hearing today, but I don’t know what  
to do. I’m not even sure why I’m being evicted.” 

This quote represents how a tenant typically 
approaches the Eviction Help Desk outside of 
Courtroom 3E in the Garrahy Judicial Complex. 
Launched in October 2021, the Eviction Help 
Desk is a partnership between Roger Williams 
University School of Law’s Pro Bono Collab-
orative, the Rhode Island District Court, Rhode 
Island Center for Justice (CFJ), and Rhode Island 
Legal Services, Inc. (RILS), which was developed 
to help address the anticipated spike in evictions 
following the end of the eviction moratorium. 
The Help Desk is staffed Monday through Friday 
from 9 a.m. until 12 p.m. by RWU Law students, 
working alongside seasoned housing attorneys 
from RILS and CFJ. Each day one legal services 
attorney and two or three law students staff the 
Eviction Help Desk. On some days, the need can 
be overwhelming with upwards of twenty-five 
self-represented tenants on the calendar. Nearly 
all of the landlords have retained counsel while 
most people facing eviction cannot afford a lawyer 
and, due to the limited funding of legal services 
organizations, it is extremely challenging to secure 
representation, even for those who are eligible.1 

As self-represented tenants approach court-
room 3E, the law students greet them, help them 
understand and navigate the legal process in 3E, 
offer information, resources, a friendly smile, and 
conduct screening intakes for the supervising  
attorney on duty that day. Although the Eviction  
Help Desk was created to help address the tre-
mendous increase in evictions post-moratorium 
by providing limited assistance to self-represented 
tenants facing eviction, RWU Law’s role goes far 
beyond that individual assistance. In addition to 

providing immediate assistance to self-
represented tenants in the courthouse, 
RWU Law is exposing law students to the 
realities self-represented litigants face in 
the courts and developing the students’ 
client-centered legal skills and their un-
derstanding of ethical considerations in 
practice. The law students involved in the 

project, part of the next generation of lawyers and 
judges, will better understand and appreciate the 
need for, and their professional obligation to pro-

vide, pro bono legal service and their professional 
responsibility to monitor and improve the quality 
of justice administered through our legal systems. 

 Most of us went to law school with some no-
tion that we would use our legal education to help 
others. In addition to the personal motivation to 
give back, the Rhode Island Rules of Professional 
Conduct require that we care about who has ac-
cess to justice and the quality of justice provided. 
The preamble to the Rhode Island Rules of Profes-
sional Conduct provides powerful guidance:

As a public citizen, a lawyer should seek 
improvement of the law, access to the legal 
system, the administration of justice and the 
quality of service rendered by the legal profes-
sion…. In addition, a lawyer should further the 
public’s understanding of and confidence in 
the rule of law and the justice system because 
legal institutions in a constitutional democracy 
depend on popular participation and support 
to maintain their authority. A lawyer should be 
mindful of deficiencies in the administration of 
justice and of the fact that the poor, and some-
times persons who are not poor, cannot afford 
adequate legal assistance. Therefore, all lawyers 
should devote professional time and resources 
and use civic influence to ensure equal access to 

Law students Nellie Large and Tony Henson with RILS, 
Inc. attorney David Leveillee.

When someone can’t afford 
a lawyer, we need to ensure 
some basic level of fairness 
in how that person moves 
through a civil court case.
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