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This 1is an interview with Sharon A. €#chols for the
Youngstown State University Qral History Program, on
the Neortheast Ohio Legal Services Project, hy James B.
Callen, at 700 Metropoiitan Tower Building, Youngstown,
Ohio, on April 1, 1992, at 1:00 p.m.

Sharcon, could vyou tell me a little bit abour vyour
background, where vyou'tre from, where you went to
school?

I'm from Cleveland, Ohic. T went to school at the
College of Wooster, which iz in Woostev, OChio. T went
to hLaw School at Cleveland State University.

Why did you decide to become a lawyer?

You said this wouldn't be an interview. 7Tt sounds Jlike
an interview guestion. Why did 1 decide to become a
lawyer? Well, T've alwayvs enjoved deing the things
that are reqguired in the legal field. T enjoy re-
search, T enjoy reading. I always wanted to do some-
thing, whatever my c¢hosen fileld would be, T wanted 1t
to be something where T was helping other people.
That's the case in the position as an attorney, you are
helping other people. T guess that is some of the
reasons why.
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Could you tell us a little bit about how it came about
that you took a Jjob in Youngstown?

It wasn't intentional by any means. T was just looking
for a job after graduating from law school, and going
through the placement center at the law school, they
had listings of jobs and T sent my resume to several
different places. The position at Legal Services
seemad intevesting to me so I didn't really think about
where it was, that it was actually in Youngstown. The
job being in Youngstown didn't make it more appealing,
but it also didn't make me think, "Well T don't want to
take the job simply because it's here,” but T didn't
purposely choose to work in Youngstown. I chose Legal
Services more so than Youngstown, Ohio.

Why did you chocse Legal Services?

Well, after the initial interview and jJust learning
more... Because T didn't know a lot about Legal Serv-
ices, a little bit about legal aid, but not a lot about
the Legal Services corporation. After their first

interview, and Just looking at what they actually do in
the office and the people that they help and what would
bhe reguired of me in working here and the things that T
would learn working here at Legal Sevvices, that's why
T choge the job.

How has been practicing as a Legal Services attorney
compared to with what vou expected it to he?

T think it has met my expectations. I expected to
learn a lot of different things, to be exposed to a lot
of different people that T hadn't been exposed to

before, and that has happened. I expected to learn a
lot of things that I did not know before, and that has
happened. I expected to learn a lot of +things in
regards to the law in a Jlot of different areas, and
that has happened. So T think being a Legal Services
attorney, my expectations have been met, in those
regpects.

Ts it what vou envisioned lawvering being when you were
in law school?

No. Some of the problems that we have to deal with,
especially when vou have to deal with problems that
aren’'t actually legal problems, or vou have. to deal
with «c¢lients that aren't very cooperative and you're
doing something to help them and 1t is because of other
problems that they have, T didn't expect to have to
deal with things like that, and being an attorney.

What kind of problems do you congentrate on?
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Basically, housing problems.

Can vyou describe what yeou do for c¢lients on housing
problems?

Well, we have clients that contagt us with several
different preblems. Several clients are being threat-
ened with evictions or have problems 1in regards to
theilr subsidized housing, but a variety of problems.
Problems with landlerds as far as the landlord is not
complying with the law, turning off utilitilies, or
locking the c¢lients out because of nonpavment of rent.
80, T represent c¢lients in regards to several different
or a vast variety of problems thev have in regards to
their housing, be it private housing or subsidized
housing.

In what courts do you practice in?
Mogtly municipal courts and county courts.
What has it been like practicing in these courts?

That aspect of it hasn't met my expectations. When I
was in law school, I didn't expect to deal with some of
the things I've had to deal with in some of the courts.
For example, if a certain law applies to a case or a
certain case applies toe a situation that a ¢lient has,
I dJust automatically assumed that the Jjudge or the
referee would look at what we have and look at what the
law says and make a declizgion that complied to what the
law =says, but T didn't realize in law school that vyou
had te alsc conside what the hiases were or what the
perscnal opinion was of judges or referees,. I guess
that isg something thet is neot taught in law school but
vou Jjust have to realize once vou get out there.

Have you had any memovrable experiences in c¢court that
stick with vou or have made an impression on vou?

Especially when I first started geing over to court
even before I passed the Bar, I had been mistaken for
¢lients geveral different times. I won't forget that.
I guess that is one of the main things that T remember.

Why do you think that is that vou have been mistaken
for a c¢lient?

Because I'm black.
Have vou had any other experiences while you have been

a Legal Services attorney that vou think could be
attributed to the fact that vou are black?



Could you reword the guestion, mayvbe that would help me
some.

You've mentioned that one thing that made a strony
impression on yvou was being mistaken for a «lient when
yvou have been in court. You thought that that was at
least in part attributed to the fact that you are
black. Have you had any other experiences, positive or
negative that you could attribute to the fact that you
are a black female attorney?

T just thought of one. I'll give you a positive expe-
rience. 7T think in some cases with some of my c¢lients
I have a better rapport with them ov they seem like
they're more relaxed with me, or they are kind of
pleasantly surprised when they see that they are going
to be represented by someone that's working here that's
black and female that is an attorney, or that is going
to represent them. That ig pleasant and T think some=-
times T have a better rapport with some of my c<lients
because of that.

What has 1t Dbeen like just in terms of Living in
Youngstown as a young black professional?

Not good. There are not a lot of voung black profes-

sionals living in Youngstown. I think that is one of
the draubacks. I've met some people but not a lot that
are younyg and black and professional 1iving here. T

don't think it's an advantage or I don't think that is
one of the positive aspects of working for Legal Serv-
ices, the city, in the fact that there are not a Jlot of
black professionals living here. It has been difficult
sometimes.

What is wyour typical day like, if vou have a typiecal
day at work?

Lately because 1'm getting moxe hearings and getting in
the court more often, my typical dey oprobably would,
entall at least, drafting at least one motion because,

I have a hearing coming up. It is usually over in
Youngstown Municipal Court and it's usually an eviction
hearing, some type of housing case. I'1l usually have

at least one appointment with the client, it is usually
a client T have alveady had, not an initial interview.
It Just involves trving to keep up with my cases and
receiving numerous phone calls from different. clients.
It usually entails phone intake which means answering
the phones, people call in with legal Jguestions, fill-
ing out the information on the intake sheet. TI¥ it's a
housing casge, then that's another case that is added to
my case list. I don't think vou can say that there's
just one typical day where the same things usually
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happen, there's usually sonmething different everyday.

Looking back over the vear or so that vou've been
practicing, is there anything that you would have done
different or anything that you would have like to have
seen changed to make it easier or help you perform your
job bhetter?

Nothing that I c¢an think of that would have made it
easier. T can't think of anything.

What is the greatest need that vou see in this communi-
ty as far as your c¢lients are concerned, the people
that vou deal with?

Well, I was goling to =zay when vou first started to ask
the questicn, was better housing. But I think the
problem goes further than that as far as our c¢lients as
a whole, and I think the greatest problem is a lack of
education. If educational needs are met with our
clients as a whole, I think it would help them and they
wouldn't actually bhe in the situation that thev'vre in.
S I think the biggest proeblem iz a lack of education
with the people that we serve.

De you have any ideas on what could be done to help
improve that situation?

Increase funding in public educational systems because
that is where our clients are recelving what little
education they get. T don't know how this office could
deo anything to improve that. 1 don't see that we can.

How do vou think low income people are treated 1in
general, by the legal system and in the courts in this
community?

Like they're second class citizens. T think that even
the people that represent low income people aren't
given the same respect that other attornevs are given
in the courts.

Can vou think of any specific examples of experiences
vyou may have had that demonstrate that?

As far as T'm concerned, 7 guess because T haven't been
practicing as long, it's just small things. But like
even if wyou call over to the court and talk to the
clerks, unless you get someboedy that you've talked to
before, or that's nice, they'll say things like, "Legal
Services l1ls on the phone" ~things like that. They're
not as helpful as you would imagine they would be with
someons else. But then, in just talking to other
attorneys, I was talking to an attorney the other day
and they weve talking about a judge and they were
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saying that they had a good relationship with the judge
before the attorney started working for Legal Services.
The attitude changed once she started working for Legal
Services. There's got to he something

Can vyou think of any other examples,; personal experi-
ences vou've had? How do other attorneyvs treat vou?

Now, that's different. Most attorneys that I've had
contact with, except for one, have been very nice and
pleasant and I enjoy dealing with them in regards to
trying to negotiate with them for one of my clients.
They've been very receptive and very nice and respect-
fal.

You mentioned that sometimes you feel that wvou can
relate better fo some c¢lients because vou're black.
Overall, how do you feel that the c¢lients view Legal
Services, and view you as a Legal Sevrvices attorney?

My clients?
The c¢lients that you come in contact with.

I don't know. It just seems like to me that most of
them are just so happy toe be receiving any type of help
with the problems that they are getting. They'tre Jjust
happy to get any type of help. T haven't run iJnto a
1ot of «c¢lients that have had any type of complaints
about...f haven't run into a lot of clients that have
had complaints about Legal Services. Most of them are
just really grateful and happy that we're helping. So,
of the people that T run into are happy about Legal
Services and the services that we've offering, and
happy about me as an individual representing them;
most, not all.

Is there anvthing else that you'd like to add that we
may not have covered here?

Ne, T don't have anvthing else to add.

END OF INTERVIEW



	
	
	
	
	
	
	

