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Summary
	The prison library is a completely unique and challenging environment that provides highly specialized and highly invisible service to the incarcerated populations of the United States.  The number of people in prisons today is higher than it was ever before and continues to grow (Dixen & Thorson 2000), yet many states are cutting back on their prison library services if not getting rid of them altogether.  The prison library by its very nature is an institution that exists almost in opposition to the higher function of the prison as institution (Singer, 2000).  Where the prison as institution serves as a place of punishment that functions on a deprivational model that takes away the physical freedoms and many of the rights of prisoners, the prison library has a positive mission that entails “improving the daily life of inmates and providing them with long-term skills, training, and treatment.” (Singer, 2000).  In this unique landscape the prison library is responsible for a multitude of roles, and though each library differs in what its main focus is (dependent on what roles will best satisfy the needs of the prison-patron population), scholars (Dixen & Thorson, 2000; Lehmann, 2000; Singer, 2000; Stearns, 2004) generally acknowledge that the three primary roles of the prison library is to meet the recreational reading needs of inmates (popular reading materials), supporting the educational pursuits of inmates, and providing law and legal collections.
In this paper I will explore the one of the main functions of the prison library, the legal, research aspect and how it has been shaped by two major landmark Supreme Court cases.  From 1977-1996, it was the primary function of most prison libraries to provide legal collections to prisoners, and this is because it was mandated by law.  I will discuss the historic landmark Supreme Court case Bounds v. Smith, which mandated that prisons had the responsibility of providing legal access for prisoners to the justice system.  The Court, basing its ruling on the realities of prisoner life and on past rulings in lower courts (Gerken, 2003), believed that the meaningful access to the courts could be best provided through legal collections in prison law libraries or by individuals trained in providing legal assistance.  Since many prisons already had working libraries, most decided to use them to comply with the Courts decision.  This system worked for a long time, prisoners used the legal materials provided in prison law libraries as a primary source on obtaining legal information to file lawsuits in a variety of cases.  As a result of the Bounds ruling, it was now the responsibility for prisons to make sure prison law libraries were adequate in their collections to provide meaningful access for all prisoners.
	As an unintended result of the Bounds ruling, prisoners who believed they prison law libraries where not provided adequate access to the courts due to insufficient collections or insufficient legal assistance filed many lawsuits against prisons demanding better prison law libraries.  One such case filed by prisoners in Arizona, Casey v. Lewis, made its way up to Supreme Court in 1996.  The conservative Court, ruling in favor of the Arizona prison system, thereby reversing the decisions made in the Bounds case changed the course of history when it stated that prisons didn’t have the responsibility to provide inmates with meaningful access through the courts via prison law libraries (or legal assistance alternatives).  I will examine the court case in detail and discuss its impact on prisoner’s access to legal information along with its impacts on the roles of the prison library and the prison law library.
	Lastly, I will provide an overview of some problems of prison libraries and some ideas and solutions given by numerous scholars to these problems.  Additionally, I will discuss some suggestions by scholars to counteract the Lewis decision, and some of the steps prison libraries and prison law libraries can take in wake of the Lewis decision to make sure that prisoner’s information needs can continue to be met.
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