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From Clinic to Real Life

My clinic experience was never dull.
My partner and I had the opportunity to
represent clients ranging from prisoners
with potential civil rights claims to a man
charged with criminal DUI (driving under
the influence) to a woman involved in a
long-running contentious custody case. But
the case that took the cake was the one
we are now famous for: we are the students
who got to
represent “the
dead guy.” We
landed the case
purely because of
the timing of our
office hours: our
client dropped by
while we were on
duty. As a
Vietnam veteran,
he had been
receiving veterans’
benefits for years.

One day, his
benefits stopped
coming. When he
asked why, he was
told that he’d been declared dead. He
called his sister, whom he hadn’t spoken
to for several months, and she informed
him that they’d buried him 30 days before.

Suffice itto say that the case fascinated
us. We spoke to our client and his sister,
whom we also accepted as a client. It
seems that a certain Detroit area police
department had misidentified a corpse with
a physique similar to our client’s, and that
got the ball rolling. The sister, who lived in
Georgia, paid to have the body shipped to
the family plot in Alabama for burial.
Kinfolk traveled from miles around for the
funeral. Then one day, out of the blue, they
got a phone call from their dead brother.
Our clients had to pay for the body to be
exhumed and shipped back to Michigan

for re-identification. The sister paid for the
shipping and the funeral preparations, on and
on ad nauseum. Meanwhile, our client had
lost his job and his apartment in Michigan.
Our task was to see if we could get our clients’
money back, and perhaps some compensation
for the pain and suffering the police
department’s mistake had caused them.

We sent a query letter to the city, to find
outwhomwe had to talk
to in order to get our
clients what they were
asking for. In the
meantime, our clientwas
homeless and his sister
was in Georgia, so
communication with
themwasn’teasy. Inthe
end we had to hand the
case off to the next
group of students before
we could resolveit. The
good thing about the
clinicis that continuity is
assured, through the
professors and the
students who are chosen

for the program each semester.

My experience with this case rekindled my
desire to practice law in several ways. | have
always wanted to use my legal expertise to
help people — whether they can pay for it or
not (and whether they are alive or dead). |
enjoy helping people who need my help most,
navigating the system we call the government
and life in the land of the free. After my
experience with this case, | realized that nearly
every case is interesting because of the people,
the politics, and the dynamics involved. The
biggest lesson the clinic taught me is this: you
never know if something is truly interesting until
you try it — and you’re bound to learn
something from the experience.

Sarah Rykowski, ‘04
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Children’s Rights Appellate Practice Clinic

Almost a year ago, | stood before a panel of practitioners
who worked in the child welfare field and argued that the court
of appeals should sustain the trial court’s termination of a
mother’s parental rights to my client. | still remember the case
clearly enough that I could make the same arguments again today.
I have not forgotten the name of the child or the mother, the
circumstances that caused her to abandon her son, or the special
needs that made her unable to care for him. The case remains in
my mind every day.

Looking back, though, it’s not surprising that this experience
stayed with me. The mock oral argument was only one aspect of
the Children’s Rights Appellate Practice Clinic. The clinic
introduced the class to the work of an appellate attorney. We
learned how to construct an appellate brief — which facts and
legal arguments to include and how to structure them effectively.
We spoke with a staff attorney from the Michigan Court of
Appeals about the procedure we should follow in filing our briefs,
and we met with an appellate court judge who gave his
perspective on what distinguishes the good from the bad when
attorneys appear before him. We also learned about child
advocacy, debating the proper role for a child’s attorney and
familiarizing ourselves with the procedures leading up to
termination of parental rights in Michigan.

The climax of the semester, however, came when we had to
apply this knowledge to our client. Each student in the class
was assigned a case currently on appeal. We were expected to
familiarize ourselves with the court record and draft a persuasive
appellate brief. The experience was invaluable. Professor Lorray
Brown worked with us to identify places where our paragraph
structure could be clearer or our arguments more persuasive.
The skill of writing clearly and persuasively to bring out the
human element of the case, within a highly structured document,
was something | used often in my position as a law clerk last
summer. Participating in the Children’s Rights Appellate Practice
Clinic gave me a valuable and unforgettable practice experience.

Elizabeth Husa ‘05
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The Pediatric Advocacy Clinic

A pediatrician in a low-income pediatric clinic repeatedly treats
a child for severe asthma. Over and over again, the doctor
prescribes the same treatment but the child does not improve.
The real problem, the doctor eventually discovers, is that the
child and his family live in a public housing complex with
moldy carpeting, leaking pipes, and mice. The allergens in the
apartment are the real cause of the child’s recurring asthma
attacks. How can a doctor access community legal resources to
help this family solve a medical problem with a non-medical

cause?

The Pediatric Advocacy Clinic, the Law School’s newest
clinical course, began in the fall term 2004. The clinic is part
of the Pediatric Advocacy Initiative, a medical/legal
collaboration designed to improve the health of low-income
children through legal advocacy, education and policy
reform. Through this collaboration, we will add a new tool
— legal advocacy - to the healthcare team’s available
treatment options for low-income pediatric patients and
their families. The Law School has partnered in this project
with pediatric providers from the Ypsilanti Health Center
and C.S. Mott Children’s Hospital.

During the first semester, the PAC students are
establishing and developing relationships with the doctors,
nurses, and social workers in each pediatric setting. In
addition to this groundwork, clinic students are involved
in casework and education and training activities. As in
the practice of pediatrics, the clinic is designed to provide
a preventive, rather than reactive, approach to legal
advocacy. Thus, much of the clinic casework will likely
involve pre-litigation investigation, research, advice,
negotiation, and non-litigation resolution of legal issues.
Students will pursue cases in court as necessary and
appropriate. We expect a wide array of legal issues to arise
in the clinic casework including, for example, public benefits
issues, health insurance issues, education issues, domestic
violence and other family law issues, housing law issues,
and other legal issues that, either alone or in conjunction
with existing medical conditions, affect the health of low-
income pediatric patients.

Clinic students will also conduct trainings for pediatric
healthcare providers. Students are designing handouts,
brochures, etc., to distribute to the healthcare providers to
help them advise and advocate for their patients. Students
will also design and publish community education materials
for patients and families so they can understand and pursue
their legal rights. The students have spent the early part of
the semester identifying and prioritizing issue areas with
our healthcare partners.

With the groundwork laid this term, we will continue to
offer the clinic in the future, developing and improving the
model of using a medical/legal collaboration to improve
health outcomes for low-income pediatric patients and their
families. For more information, plase contact either of the
two clinic faculty members, Anne Schroth
(schroth@umich.edu) or Bridget McCormack
(bridgetm@umich.edu ).




Rebuilding Detroit

In the Legal Assistance for Urban Communities (LAUC)
Clinic, I helped Detroit non-profit agencies build affordable
housing in their neighborhoods. LAUC student teams work on
various stages of the construction process, from initial
conception to securing funding, purchasing property, and getting
approvals for the design, construction, and completion.

My clinic partner and | started at the very beginning for one
organization, drafting the initial documents to create a new non-
profit corporation, and completing the steps required to achieve
501(c)(3) tax-exempt status from the I.R.S. Later, we ensured that
the various parcels of land being bought by this non-profit were
free of any legal title claims that might block construction, and
we helped the non-profit to think through a fairly innovative
plan to close a funding gap.

One of the best ways to learn something is to have to explain
it to other people. While we were putting into practice many of
the abstract concepts discussed in class, we also had to explain
them to the agency’s board of directors. The directors ranged
from members of the local community to a corporate lawyer for
General Motors. We had to explain the role of the secretary to
the would-be secretary, and the extent of board member liability
to every member of the board. We also learned quite a lot at
board meetings simply by being quiet. And we were able to
share these experiences with our fellow clinic students, as well
as to learn from them about their projects.

Real estate or transactional experience, as opposed to
litigation, is often difficult to get either in traditional law school
courses or even in summer internships. A project may take four
or five years from start to finish, and the work is not easily
dissected into discrete projects. The LAUC clinic is a unique
way for students to get hands-on experience with crucial parts
of a project, while simultaneously understanding how that part
fits into the whole.

The projects | worked on are not yet “finished” in the way
they often are in other clinics. When they are, however, they
will be a physical part of the City of Detroit and will have a very
tangible impact not just for the individuals who live there but for
the entire community.

Casius Pealer ‘05
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The groundbreaking on this LAUC project took place on
October 19, 2004, in the Oakman Manor neighborhood of
Detroit. More than 50 low-income elderly residents will
move in later next year. In part through Casius’s work with
the LAUC clinic, he spent the summer of 2004 working at a
boutique law firm in Washington, D.C., that represents local
public housing authorities seeking to build low- and mixed-
income properties.

Doing Criminal Work in the Clinic

| signed up for clinic because | wanted courtroom
experience and because | thought I would learn to write better
pleadings and briefs for real clients, where it really mattered.
In my two semesters plus one summer of working in the general
clinic, I’ve done plenty of writing, but that hasn’t turned out
to be the most important thing I’ve learned here. It turns out,
| didn’t know what | didn’t know. 1 think it’s very easy,
especially at a top-ten law school, to get through three years
of highly conceptual coursework without ever really figuring
out what it is lawyers do all day. This may be partly to blame
for the very high five-year turnover rate in our careers —
whether you love law school or hate it, it can take years after
law school just to figure out if you like being a lawyer.

The knowledge I’ve gained from clinic, from my
involvement in everything from landlord-tenant disputes to
federal habeas petitions, has much less to do with a particular
set of courtroom or drafting skills than with time management,
creative use of the available resources, and good old-
fashioned case building. In a nutshell, I’ve learned how to
keep a lot of balls in the air while moving forward. | came to
clinic half-nervous to make a phone call to a client, and
whenever | didn’t know how to do something, | expected the
answer would be written down somewhere, and that | could
find it if | looked hard enough. | had the impression that the
supervising attorneys — our professors — possessed a body
of knowledge that | could and must acquire, and that for every
question | had, someone out there had the answer. Now |
know that just isn’t the case. 1’ve seen people who have been
doing this for years demonstrate just as much confusion about
what the law requires, what to do next, what is possible in a
given situation, as | often feel.

What do you do when you have three cases that aren’t
busy now, but will all get busy at the same time three months
from now? What’s the best way to get the testimony of a
prisoner five states away before the judge in an evidentiary
hearing? How do you keep the facts and important procedural
considerations of several cases alive in your mind while you
work on other things? How do you know when you’ve done
enough discovery? How do you know your witnesses aren’t
holding back something they don’t know is relevant? What
color does the front cover of your habeas brief have to be?
How many days do we have to file this thing? Does the
argument we’re making ever win in cases like ours? These are
the kinds of questions for which you don’t learn the answers
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in law school, and for many of them you never learn a final
answer. The answer depends on the day, the case, the
jurisdiction, the judge, the opposing counsel, the facts, your
own experience, your client’s personality, and so on.

Clinic has taught me that no matter how much experience
I acquire in my career, | will begin each new case with a
certain level of ignorance, and that I’ll spend most of my time
as a lawyer not standing before a judge or drafting pleadings,
but remedying that ignorance, case by case, day by day. |
will apply old answers to new questions and find new answers
to old questions. Based on my experience here, | believe |
now understand what my working life will be like. 1 believe it
will be challenging, time-consuming, sometimes frustrating,
but ultimately very satisfying. | know I will enjoy it.

Liz Seger ‘05

The General Clinic

After finishing my first semester in the General Clinic
and signing on for another in the Advanced Clinic, | can
comfortably say that this has been the most important class
I’ve taken at any level of education. For all of those first and
second-year students who haven’t quite understood just
how your classes are helping you become a better (or dare |
say even competent) lawyer, the Clinic can be your salvation.
Yes, the General Clinic is a whopping 7-credit commitment
and all of those credits are pass-fail, but you get to practice
some of the law you have learned in classes (and even some
law you haven’t) and do it to benefit real people in the
Michigan community.

Here’s an example: my clinic partner and | are going to
court in three weeks. We’re going to argue on behalf of a
refugee applicant who is facing deportation and a return to
a country he fled three years ago for fear of losing his life.
We got the case a few weeks ago after students in last year’s
Clinic helped him file a refugee application and get evidence
from his friends corroborating his story. We now have a
chance to bring to an end our client’s 10-year struggle with
authorities both in his old home and new one.

Our client is pretty amazing. He’s educated, speaks
English very well, has a substantial amount of corroborating
evidence, and just oozes kindness. But he also has problems.
He tends to nod and say “yes” when you are talking to him,
which to him means that he understands what you are
saying. To ajudge or an INS/DHS officer, however, it could
mean that he agrees with what the speaker is saying. Can
you see the problem? So we need to correct the past record
and make a better new one. \We need to get him to see that
everything he says on the stand must be consistent with
what he said on his application. If he doesn’t remember a
fact from his past then he needs to say so, because that is
the truth: he doesn’t remember. In short, we need to prepare
him to be an effective witness in his own case.
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We are meeting with him a couple of times a week to work
through these issues. We are going through the past 10 years
of his life piece by piece and trying to prepare him for any question
the INS/DHS could throw at him. Itis a slow process, but learning
how to prepare a witness, and how to find and prepare experts to
testify in the case, are skills | had yet to develop at Michigan
Law.

Three weeks from now | will deliver the opening statement
and do the direct and redirect of my client. My partner will
handle the direct of the expert witnesses and do the closing
argument. Our supervising attorney will be present in the
courtroom with us, but the message has already been sent: the
case is my partner’s and mine. Can any non-clinic course compete
with this opportunity?

Matt Pryor ‘05

The Environmental Law Practicum

The Environmental Law Practicum is run by the regional office
of the National Wildlife Federation. The clinic provides a rich
mix of environmental, administrative, and criminal law, with some
community activism mixed in for good measure. The clinic allows
students to participate in all of these areas but does not require
experience in any of them. As a summer starter, | had already
taken both Environmental Law and Administrative Law, which
gave me a leg up.

I took the clinic for a full year. My work with the clinic
centered around the Michigan Department of Environmental
Quality’s (DEQ’s) water discharge permit system, which is
regulated under the Federal National Pollution Discharge
Elimination System (NPDES). Most of the first semester was
spent researching and drafting memos on what the DEQ’s legal
duties are under state law. In addition, | monitored and wrote
comments on NPDES permits issued in Michigan. This involved
frequent communication with regional environmental groups as
well as working with the DEQ itself. In the second semester, |
investigated the inner workings of the permitting process in
anticipation of a potential lawsuit.

NWF really uses its legal interns. You should not expect
fluffy assignments or ones with questionable relevance. Neil
Kagan (lead counsel at NWF’s Great Lakes Office) takes the
opinions of the legal interns seriously and allows them to make
substantial contributions to the projects. | had a lot of autonomy
and often felt more like a lawyer than an intern. The clinic is not
always easy and sometimes demands a lot of time. But for
students who are interested in environmental law, administrative
law, state and local government law, or who are just looking for
a great diversion from traditional classroom work, it is highly
rewarding.

Aaron Ostrovsky ‘05



