Best Schools for Practical Training

Michael LaGarde traveled to the prisons and heard the stories firsthand. Men describing how they were cooped up in tiny cells. How they never saw the sunshine. Never felt a breeze. For years upon years …
“It was unfathomable,” said the University of Denver Sturm College of Law student who took part in the school’s Civil Rights Clinic, which filed a class-action lawsuit against the Colorado Department of Corrections.
The suit concerned the Colorado State Penitentiary, a so-called supermax prison, where some prisoners are in lockdown for up to 23 hours a day. 
In December, after years of legal sparring, the corrections department agreed to spend $4.7 million to build outdoor recreational facilities at the prison. It’s believed to be the only prison in the nation that did not provide some sort of outdoor exercise. That means the men will soon feel a bit more human, a bit more alive. 
“It was the most meaningful thing I’ve ever done,” said LaGarde, a Class of 2016 student. “It’s what I’ll remember most from my law school experience.”
Annually, The National Jurist honors those schools that go above and beyond in preparing law students for the real world in our ranking of Best Law Schools for Practical Training.
We look at a number of factors, including which schools have the greatest percentage of students in clinics, externships and simulation courses. We also look at the most robust moot court options. (See page 26 to see how we determined the rankings.)
However, this year, we also wanted to showcase how these programs do more than just get students out of sterile classrooms and away from their favorite Starbucks.
Many schools have been adding practical training programs in the face of criticism that they were failing to prepare law students for jobs. However, arguably, there have been other benefits from the increase in such programs.
People are being helped, and students are learning how rewarding it is to help others. Many are learning they have more power than they imagined. 
Casey Shea is another third-year University of Denver student who participated in the Civil Rights Clinic fight to improve prison conditions. Her school — which gives students the opportunity to take up to 30 credits of experiential learning — finished 9th on this year’s list, making it one of 11 schools to earn an A+.
“It was a great way to see a huge problem get resolved,” she said.
She also visited prisons to interview inmates. 
“Hearing someone tell you what it’s like not to see the sun for months … You don’t get that in the classroom,” Shea said.
She was not intimidated by the stark, harsh settings. The barbed wire. The security. 
“At the end of the day, you’re sitting in a room with someone who has a problem,” Shea said. “And you’re there to help solve the problem.”
To do such work, she said, is, “Why I went to law school.”
Practical training? Why, it can be downright magical, said Laura Rovner, who directs University of Denver’s clinical programs.
“It changes [the students] in amazing, amazing ways,” she said. 
The best part of her job is to see students undergo this transformation, she said. They are out of the classroom and finally putting the knowledge they’ve gained to work. 
“They’re incredibly energized,” she said. 
And it’s invaluable to their futures as lawyers, she added. 
“Who wants to have a heart surgeon operate who’s never touched a person before?” 
The recent victory over the Colorado prison system was no overnight success. It was the culmination of years of work by the clinic and the advocacy organization Civil Rights Education and Enforcement Center. The students coming in know this can be a long slog, Rovner said. They fight the good fight and then hand it off to the next group of students.
However, the work resonates long after they leave. When the recent settlement was announced, Rovner got emails from former students who worked on the case, telling her how rewarding it was to hear the news. 
The students also learn a lot about themselves. They may have preconceived notions about prison, about inmates, about whether they deserve sympathy or help.
Troy Anderson was one of the men they fought for. Mentally ill, he was serving time in the Colorado State Penitentiary for a number of crimes, including a shoot-out with police. For 12 years, he was housed in solitary confinement in a cell with no fresh air. He spent 23 hours a day in it. His only respites were showers or when he was taken to another cell for an hour of exercise. It had a narrow grate, that’s all. Some days he didn’t leave his cell at all.  
In 2012, a judge ruled his confinement was cruel and unusual punishment. “The Eighth Amendment does not mandate comfortable prisons,” U.S. District Judge Brooke Jackson wrote in his ruling. “But it does forbid inhumane conditions.”
However, the prison system moved Anderson to another facility rather than improve the conditions. That prompted the class action suit that led to the settlement.
Lindsey Webb is the faculty supervisor for this particular case. The students worked tirelessly on it, she said, They traveled to prisons and interviewed dozens upon dozens of inmates. They did research. They wrote the complaint. They appeared in court. “They did everything you would expect a lawyer to do on a case,” she said. 
It took nearly three years of work, she said. As many as 10 students took part. Working with them was nothing short of exhilarating, she said. “They poured their energy and lives into this.”
Practical training is pivotal, she said. “It not only helps them become lawyers, it helps they realize what kind of lawyers they want to be.”

Who’s No. 1 
Northeastern University School of Law in Boston topped our list for the second year. It’s well-known Cooperative Legal Education Program gives students four quarters of full-time legal employment. 
Chelsea Brisbois, a third-year, is an example of someone who’s been changed by the experience. She’s done several internships and spent last summer working for DNA People’s Legal Services in the Southwest, helping those who live in the Navajo Nation. 
That was a fellowship provided by the school’s Program on Human Rights and the Global Economy. She was drawn to the program because she’s Native American and had never been in that part of the country. 
She was taken aback by how Native Americans were often targets of predatory loan practices. In border towns, one can find car dealerships, payday lenders and rent-to-own furniture dealers, she said. 
“Some of the elders don’t speak English,” she said. “The businesses don’t care. There are no interpreters. They just want to get them to sign documents.”
Car dealerships will drive new, shiny cars through the reservation to lure the people to buy, she said. 
How predatory are they? She was involved in a case dealing with the actions of one particular car dealership. To build up evidence, members of the legal clinic spoke to an 80-year-old Navajo woman who had purchased a truck from the business and had sought legal help.
She had no driver’s license. She had a small income, one that would hardly qualify her for such a vehicle. However, the car dealership falsified her income on the credit application so she could get a loan. 
Brisbois remembers going to meet her with other members of the legal clinic. The woman had no phone, so they tracked her down by going to a senior center and asking for directions. Her home was tiny. She had no air-conditioning. 
The legal clinic helped her out of her jam, but that case is hardly unusual, Brisbois said. 
Practical training experience shifted Brisbois’ career goals. She once wanted to be a family law attorney. Now she’s going into public interest. She’s currently serving another internship with the Washington State Attorney General’s Office. It has offered her a job when she graduates.
“Being exposed to these injustices got me interested in helping the disadvantaged,” she said. 
Such success stories are hardly unusual. Students in practical training have done the remarkable. They have helped free the innocent. They have reduced tax bills for the poor. They have helped start-ups navigate complex business legalities.
Take Northwestern Pritzker School of Law in Chicago, ranked 14th on our list. Its Center on Wrongful Convictions of Youth helped vacate a man’s murder and attempted rape convictions last year. 
Daniel Andersen had been convicted of those crimes in 1980. He was freed in 2007 after serving more than 27 years of a 55-year sentence. However, he still had to register as a sex offender and had trouble rebuilding his life. He was, after all, branded a murderer. 
But DNA tests showed that the knife police believed was used to kill 20-year-old Cathy Trunko could not have been the murder weapon. Neither Andersen’s blood nor the victim’s blood was on it. 
The judge noted: “The knife was the lynchpin of the state’s case against Dan; without it, there is absolutely no physical evidence linking Dan to this crime.”
Andersen, 19 at the time of the murder, had confessed to the crime after 16 hours of police interrogation.
University of California Irvine School of Law’s Intellectual Property, Arts and Technology Clinic recently helped filmmakers get access to resources vital to their projects. That school is fourth in our ranking, receiving an A+. 
Encrypted content from DVDs, Blu-ray discs and digitally transmitted video were off limits to documentary filmmakers under the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA). Filmmakers considered that unfair and potentially crippling to their work, since they had the right to other copyrighted materials. 
The Library of Congress recently allowed exemptions to allow their use, thanks to the clinic’s work.
“Authors and filmmakers alike need to access copyrighted content in order to make fair use, but the DMCA had been unfairly restricting their ability to do so,” said Jack Lerner, director of the clinic, in a school news release. “This new exemption goes a long way toward rectifying the problem.” 
More? Oh, there’s more.
The Veterans Legal Services Clinic at Yale Law School, which finished third on our list and earned an A+, helped win a big victory last year for Vietnam-era vets. That clinic participated in a class action suit to upgrade the status of combat vets who had received “less than honorable” discharges. 
They had gotten such discharges before post traumatic stress disorder became a medical diagnosis, which didn’t happen until 1980. Because they were suffering with PTSD at the time, they couldn’t perform their military duties as well and hence got “bad paper” discharges. 
“My bad discharge has been a heavy weight that I’ve carried every day for 45 years,” said New Haven resident Conley Monk, one of the veterans whose discharge status was recently upgraded. “I served my country as best I could, but I came home from war a wounded man. This discharge upgrade means everything to me, because it says that my combat wounds have been acknowledged and my service to my country credited.”
Jeffrey Baker witnesses the power of practical training on a daily basis. He’s the director of clinical education at Pepperdine University School of Law, which finished 10th on our list, with an A+.
“Students are hungry for it,” he said.
The drop in law school enrollment has had one silver lining, he said. The students coming to law schools today are  “coming very deliberately,” he said. They are not coming because it’s a fallback plan or because they’re seeking a ticket to a middle-class lifestyle, he said.
They want to be lawyers. 
So students are looking for schools that provide them opportunities to hone their craft. Pepperdine University is adopting new requirements for students. Starting with the Class of 2017, students must complete 15 units of experiential learning and 50 hours of pro bono service. 
Baker has heard no complaints from students about practical training demands. Yes, there are some students who are seeking a law career for financial reward — the field can still provide substantial earnings to top performers, after all — but even they can gain benefit from doing such work, Baker said. 
“We are public servants,” he said. 
Practical training has a number of benefits, he said. For one, people in need of legal services receive them via clinics. Secondly, legal aid and government agencies perform better and more efficiently, thanks to help they receive from students who take part in externships. And thirdly, students build public service ethics that hopefully will continue throughout their careers, regardless of what field they enter.
Baker has been amazed at how well students work in these settings. 
“They put so much heart into it,” he said. 
Like others overseeing clinics, he sees students transform as well.
“There’s a shift. They realize they are working for a client and not their GPA,” he said. “They realize someone’s life is in their hands. I bear witness to that all the time.”
So does Jeremy Rosen, director of the school’s Ninth Circuit Appellate Advocacy Clinic. A working attorney, he does this in his spare time. However, he finds it offers rewards that are hard to match. 
“I see students become lawyers in front of my own eyes,” he said.
His clinic takes on cases that the Ninth Circuit considers worthy of a second look. They are all civil cases in which the clients had represented themselves, most likely because they couldn’t afford lawyers.
The clinic is only about two years old, as Pepperdine is always looking to expand its practical training offerings. 
“This serves a niche that wasn’t there before,” Rosen said.
It’s a tough gig for students to land. Only two are chosen per semester. They work as a team. 
“Tens of thousands of lawyers never get the chance to go before the Ninth Circuit,” Rosen said. “It’s huge.”
Sarah Gerdes knows how huge. A 2015 graduate of the school, she took part in the clinic along with Katelin Eastman, another 2015 grad.
Their case concerned a woman who had filed a wrongful termination suit after she complained to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission of sexual harassment in the workplace.
She represented herself and said she could not pay the filing fee of $350 because she was only getting unemployment benefits. That doomed her. A district court later ruled she should have been able to pay, since her husband was getting Social Security benefits. And since she didn’t pay, the court dismissed the lawsuit, saying it was now untimely. 
Gerdes and Eastman came to the rescue. 
“It was an extremely moving experience to meet her for the first time,” Gerdes said. “She gave us Harley-Davidson mugs. She was so grateful. When you meet them in person, you want to do right by them. This was her life. She was living this story.”
The two law students worked on the case during the course of two semesters. They filed an opinion brief as well as well as writing a reply brief. 
As the court date drew nearer, they began preparing their oral argument. They practiced before the dean of the law school and other professors. 
Throughout the process, Rosen helped guide them.
On the big day, Gerdes admitted to being nervous. Who wouldn’t be? Here, before her, were the judges of the Ninth Circuit. The two students made their arguments. Then, they had to answer questions from the judges. 
“That was tough,” she said. “You have to think quickly on your feet.”
And then came the wait … 
She had graduated from school and was working as a summer associate in a Los Angeles law office when she got the email. She clicked it open. 
They won.
[bookmark: _GoBack]“It was exciting and unique,” Gerdes said. “In terms of experiential learning, it was the most powerful experience I had. It was the most defining part of my law school career.”
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