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First Annual Public Good Practitioner 
Speed Mentoring Event

For the past two years, the Rocky Mountain Public Interest Retreat at 
the University of Denver Sturm College of Law has hosted keynote 
and panel speakers that are both impressive and inspiring in their 
commitment to public interest. Despite how motivational the speakers’ 
careers are within this formal conference setting, students may find it 
difficult to relate to attorneys who have decades of experience. This 
year, the first annual Public Good Practitioner Speed Mentoring Event 
sought to bridge this gap by connecting current students with recently-
graduated public interest attorneys in a more relaxed, conversational 
setting. The objectives of the Speed Mentoring Event were threefold: to 
provide students with an opportunity to speak with attorneys one-on-
one instead of asking questions in front of a large crowd or by having 
to muster up the courage to approach an attorney after a talk; to have 
students discover different public interest career paths; and to give 
students guidance in beginning their careers as attorneys dedicated to 
the public good. 

To accomplish these goals, the Speed Mentoring Event invited 
eighteen public interest attorneys from around the Denver community 
who had been out of law school for about five years. The attorneys 
specialized in a wide variety of legal services including criminal law, 
environmental law, immigration law, education law and labor and 
employment law, as well as non-practicing J.D. advantage positions. 
Each attorney met with groups of two to four students who expressed 
interest in their areas or practice. The groups rotated to a new attorney 
every twenty minutes, a total of three times. The event was followed 
by a reception where students and attorneys could continue these 
conversations. 

The event was well received by both students and attorneys. For 
students it presented a non-intimidating and relaxed way to talk to 
multiple attorneys, and for the attorneys it provided the opportunity to 
offer guidance and mentorship without a long-term commitment. We 
hope that this event will continue because it allows for students to be 
exposed to what public interest careers are available in the Denver 
community and to begin making connections. 

–Monica Cueva, 3L, and Jeffrey Wermer, 2L

http://www.law.du.edu/index.php/public-service-portal
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At Denver Law, we believe lawyers can do good and in 
fact have a professional responsibility to help others. This 
year, as a culminating activity to a robust week of orien-
tation activities, incoming 1L Denver Law students par-
ticipated in a Day of Service. The Day of Service follows 
the traditions of many law schools across the country by 
having students participate in community service activi-
ties in teams. After a busy week of orientation, the Day of 
Service proved to be a perfect opportunity to unwind and 
build community, while also contributing to the Metro 
Denver community. 

Our incoming 1L class was able to choose from a range 
of activities at many different sites, including:

• The Owen Boys and Girls Club, doing everything from 
 vacuuming to organizing board games to cleaning up
 outside sports courts.
• The Jefferson County Boys and Girls Club, cleaning up 
 the site’s huge, beautiful garden by weeding, planting 
 new flowers and carrying huge bags of mulch! 
• In partnership with the City’s Keep Denver Beautiful 
 program, picking up trash, litter and debris – 
 everything from cigarette butts to food to paper 
 products – in the downtown Denver area.
• Helping teachers set up their classrooms by organizing 
 books, decorating bulletin boards and even sharp-
 ening pencils at the International Academy of Denver, 
 a high-need public elementary school.
• In partnership with Urban Peak, cleaning up a 
 homeless shelter for youth.

Over 200 Incoming 1L Students Participate in the Inaugural Day of Service

• Organizing the warehouse and helping customers 
 shop at Metro Caring, a hunger relief organization, 
 where students carried bags of lettuce, stocked canned 
 foods and rolled toilet paper.
• Sorting and organizing medical supplies that are sent 
 to developing countries with Project C.U.R.E.
• Removing debris, weeding a flower garden and 
 installing a pebble walkway as part of Extreme 
 Community Makeover, a neighborhood improvement 
 movement.

All of these activities were led by volunteer 2L and 3L 
student leaders. Liz Austin, Lucy Butterfield, Allison 
Dunlap, Mia Kontnik, Ken Monington, Emo Overall, 
Sujata Ramaiah and Dana Showalter helped students 
feel welcome and developed relationships with their 
respective community organizations. 

Overall, the students worked as teams and got know 
each other, all while contributing to the Denver 
community. Communities were inspired by their 
enthusiasm, dedication, energy and appreciation for 
helping others. It felt good to have a direct impact and 
to show the community that Denver Law students have 
a strong work ethic and care about contributing to the 
public good. Way to go!

–Associate Professor of the Practice and 
Director of Externships & Public Interest Initiatives 

Alexi Freeman

Dean Bruce Smith (l) with students from our part-time division at the Extreme Community Makeover site
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Denver Law students organizing at Project C.U.R.E.

Students fixing up the garden at the Jefferson County Boys and Girls Club



Environmental Law Clinic Files Suit on Behalf 
of the Yankton Sioux Tribe

On September 8, 2016, Denver Law’s Environmental 
Law Clinic, working with tribal counsel at the law firm 
Fredericks Peebles & Morgan LLP, filed a stand-alone 
lawsuit on the behalf of the Yankton Sioux Tribe chal-
lenging multiple Federal authorizations necessary for the 
Dakota Access Pipeline—a highly controversial crude 
oil pipeline that would run approximately 1,200 miles 
from North Dakota, through South Dakota and into Iowa 
and Illinois. The suit, Yankton Indian Tribe v. U.S. Army 
Corps. of Engineers, challenges two environmental as-
sessments and over 200 individual pre-construction no-
tices issued by U.S. Army Corps of Engineers as well as 
a separate environmental assessment issued by U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service, a sub-agency of U.S. Department 
of Interior, all of which approve various aspects of the 
pipeline. The suit alleges violations of the National 
Historic Preservation Act, the National Environmental 
Policy Act and the Clean Water Act as well as treaty 
rights. “It comes with its own set of unique challenges, 
but we couldn't ask for a better case to gain hands on 
experience on such a cutting edge issue in environmental 
law,” said clinic student Vann Ellerbruch. Ellerbruch is 
working on the case with fellow student Ariel Gould. To 
learn more read the complaint filed.

–Visiting Assistant Professor Brad Bartlett

Clemency Victories for the Civil Rights Clinic

This fall, student attorneys in the Civil Rights Clinic 
(CRC) at Denver Law were thrilled to learn that President 
Obama granted clemency to two of their clients. These 
two men, both of whom were serving life sentences for 
non-violent drug crimes, will now instead return to their 
families and communities. This meaningful result was the 
product of many months of hard work by CRC student 
attorneys Elie Zwiebel, who graduated in May 2016, 
and Nathalie Caplan, a 3L in the clinic, along with a for-
mer team of CRC students (Natalija Finlay, Nick Rogers 
and Aimee Felix-Zentkovich). The student attorneys 
collected and reviewed numerous documents, conducted 
investigation, analyzed federal sentencing laws and 
drafted and submitted the successful federal clemency 
petitions. This work was supervised by Professor Lindsey 
Webb, along with CRC fellow Nicole Godfrey, who join 
the students in expressing the honor it has been to repre-
sent these men in their pursuit of freedom.

–Assistant Professor Lindsey Webb

Paid Externships Arrive at Denver Law
 
In August 2016, the American Bar Association released 
new standards governing externships, including a repeal 
of the ban on paid externships. This means that students 
are permitted to receive both financial compensation 
and academic credit simultaneously. While law schools 
have the discretion whether to allow for such externships, 
Denver Law’s Legal Externship Program anticipated this 
change and was prepared to usher in this next phase of 
experiential learning this fall. For fall semester of 2016, 
ten students enrolled in paid externships. Working in 
government placements, private firms and in-house de-
partments at corporations, the students are perhaps the 
first in the country to be identified as paid externs. 

Denver Law is committed to ensuring its students can 
gain the benefit of its structured, robust externship 
program while also making a dent in their law school 
debt. With that said, we anticipate that most externships 
will remain unpaid, and that will certainly be the case 
for many public sector placements. As students begin 
their searches for spring and summer externships and 
beyond, we understand that students will be attracted to, 
and may even seek out, placements that provide some 
sort of funding. This is understanable, but we also en-
courage students to dig deep about their interests, goals, 
and passions and consider the range of factors that 
make a work experience high-quality and valuable: the 
supervision and mentorship available, the specific activi-
ties students will engage in, the placement’s commitment 
to contributing to the public good, the skills students seek 
to develop and the possibility for financial compensa-
tion, among others. In addition, we encourage students 
interested in working in the public sector to apply for 
summer funding grants specifically for public sector work 
provided by PILG and other outside entities. Such com-
petitive grants will be available for summer work and 
students will receive information about such opportuni-
ties this upcoming spring. 

Before paid externships became a reality, there was al-
ways much to think about for students taking advantage 
of experiential learning opportunities. Students should 
visit the Legal Externship program in suite 365 or email 
externships@law.du.edu to set up a meeting to discuss 
what might be the best fit for them. 

–Associate Professor of the Practice and 
Director of Externships & Public Interest Initiatives 

Alexi Freeman
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http://www.law.du.edu/documents/student-law-office-clinical-programs/yankton-sioux-tribe-v-us-army-corp-of-engineers.pdf
mailto:externships@law.du.edu


On Saturday, September 10, 2016, Denver Law hosted 
the third annual Rocky Mountain Public Interest & 
Social Justice Retreat. The day-long event provided an 
overview for law students of the many ways to use our 
law degrees to serve the public good. The event did 
much more than just show us the numerous potential 
career paths—it also demonstrated the dedication of 
Denver Law students, faculty and staff to public interest. 

The retreat's keynote speaker, Danielle Gray, started 
off the day by speaking about how we can bring our 
passion for public interest and social justice to whatever 
area of law we practice. Gray urged us to take risks in 
our careers, describing her decision to quit her job and 
work for Senator Obama’s campaign, which eventually 
led to numerous appointments in the Obama adminis-
tration. Gray reminded students that we can serve in 
the public good in whatever role we are in, describing 
how she makes pro bono and community engagement 
an important part of her current role as a partner at 
O’Melveny & Myers. 

Keynote Speaker Danielle Gray, former assistant to 
President Obama and cabinet secretary

Throughout the rest of the day, panels with practitio-
ners from a variety of settings spoke about how their 
practice area allowed them to work toward bettering 
the public good. Practitioners provided insight into 
their areas of work, and also shared with students how 
they got to their current positions. Having so many dif-
ferent attorneys in one place proved not only a great 
networking opportunity, but it also was an inspiration 
to see the vast number of attorneys in the Colorado 
community working in public interest law. The day 
ended with a community-building session attended 
only by students. Denver Law and Colorado Law stu-
dents talked about how to improve the public interest 
communities in our respective schools and how we 
could work together to support each other’s schools. 
During the session, students exchanged experiences, 
contact information and dates for future events occur-
ring at Colorado’s two law schools. The event helped 
unite law students from both schools to create a strong 
public interest community throughout Colorado.

–Katie Steefel, 3L and Liz Little, 2L

Third Annual Public Interest and Social Justice Retreat Gathers Passionate Students and 
Practitioners from Denver Law and Colorado Law

Panelists at Nonprofit Lawyering, (l-r) Assoc. Professor 
Patience Crowder, Jennifer Bacon (Leadership for 

Educational Equity), Peg Perl (Colorado Ethics Watch), 
and Lila Sol (Colorado Legal Services)
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This year marks the launch of a new student group at 
Denver Law devoted to the public service, both at home 
and abroad. The Returned Peace Corps Volunteers 
(RPCV) of Denver Law formed this year to connect 
past, current and future RPCVs who also happen to 
be Denver Law alumni. RPCV also hopes to bridge 
the gap between public interest law and international 
law. The group plans to organize events—such as 
panel discussions, service learning trips, and alumni 
networking mixers—that will allow students to stay 
connected to the public interest and international 
community here in Denver and explore career 
opportunities. The group will also work with the wider 
DU, Denver, and Colorado RPCV groups to organize, 
participate and represent the law school at future Peace 
Corps events.
 
Current RPCV members have served in the Dominican 
Republic, Georgia, Moldova, Tanzania and Zambia. 
The group is not limited to just returned volunteers, 
however, as we encourage anyone with a career 
interest in international public service to get involved. 
For more information on the group and what we hope 
to accomplish, visit our Facebook page or contact Josh 
Boissevain at jboissevain18@law.du.edu.

–Josh Boissevain, 2L

Josh Boissevain poses for a photo with a small friend 
at a high school graduation ceremony in 2010. 

Josh served in Leova, Moldova where he taught high 
school English and debate.

Nicholas Smiley-
Kallas, who visited 
Zambia in 2012, is 

seen here joking with 
his neighbors about 

the local soccer 
team. Nick worked 

with local farmers to 
promote sustainable 

farming. 

Returned Peace Corps Volunteers of Denver Law Launches
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https://www.facebook.com/DULawRPCV/
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“I’ve never felt alone,” Neema Kassaii shared, when asked 
about whether he’s had trouble “finding his people” at his 
place of employment, Cozen O’Connor. Kassaii is a third-
year associate who had almost all public sector-related 
experience on his resume prior to graduating from law 
school, but has found a good professional home at Cozen 
O’Connor. Jessica Brown, a partner at Gibson Dunn, where 
she has practiced for more than twenty years, says she 
landed there because she was simply on “auto-pilot” follow-
ing the path that was typical for many students, but 
says she reassesses her professional and per-
sonal life every year to ensure she’s still sat-
isfied. Kira Suyeishi, a Denver Law gradu-
ate and associate at Ireland Stapleton, 
expressed similar sentiments, indicating 
that the timing of private sector hiring 
for summers and long-term employ-
ment affected her path as well, but 
that she enjoys her compensated firm 
work as well as her participation in a 
number of pro bono matters including 
clemency petitions and fundraising efforts 
for legal aid in Colorado. Michael Kovaka, 
former partner at Cooley LLP and current visit-
ing assistant professor of the practice at Denver 
Law, spoke about the endless opportunities he and others 
had for participating in pro bono, and how his work in the 
private sector helped him secure employment at a public 
international pro bono firm after twenty years at Cooley LLP.

Each of these lawyers shared their experiences and offered 
advice as part of the event, "Private Practice Law, Public 
Interest Heart," hosted by Denver Law as part of National 
Pro Bono Week. National Pro Bono Week is an initiative 
organized by the ABA Standing Committee on Pro Bono 
and Public Service. In its fifth year, the annual celebration 
aims to “provide an opportunity for legal organizations 
across the country to collaboratively commemorate the 
vitally important contributions of America's lawyers and to 
recruit and train the many additional volunteers required to 
meet the growing demand.” For more information on the 
week and other events organized across the country, 
visit www.probono.net/celebrateprobono. 

The reality is that many students arrive at law school set on 
being public interest lawyers but for whatever reason find 
themselves going into private practice. This is true not just of 
Denver Law students, but of law students across the country 
now and historically. In fact, many scholars have studied 
this phenomenon and identify it as public interest drift. 
While Denver Law wants any and all students committed to 
public interest work to pursue such work and be supported 

National Pro Bono Week Event – Private Practice Law, Public Interest Heart 

in those pursuits, we also know that some students may 
find themselves in the private sector for any number of 
reasons. The question then becomes can new lawyers inte-
grate public interest values into their private sector profes-
sional lives? 

One of the key points the panelists made was that the 
answer to this question depends on a range of factors, 
including where you land within the private sector. A new 
question arises: How can potential externs and prospective 

junior associates determine whether the law firm’s 
commitment to pro bono is real and how does it 

actually operate in practice? Panelists shared 
a number of ideas, including tapping into 
your resources and trying to find ways to 
get information that might not be on the 
firm’s website. Talk to law school profes-
sionals who may know a bit about the 
firm, reach out to current associates who 
might be willing to have coffee with you, 

and see if you can connect with Denver 
Law alumni who currently or previously 

worked at the firm. Panelists also advocated 
for asking a few tangible questions: Do pro bono 

hours count as part of lawyers’ billable hours and if 
so, is there a limit on the number of billable hours that can 
be designated as pro bono? If you do a lot of pro bono, 
are you still eligible for bonuses? Does the firm have a pro 
bono coordinator or counsel? How do attorneys get pro 
bono projects? Do they find them on their own, do they 
have to support the pro bono work chosen by a partner, 
or are projects offered in some other way? If you’re in 
Colorado, be sure to check out whether the firm commits to 
the Colorado Supreme Court’s Pro Bono Recognition pro-
gram, which publically lists those firms where each lawyer 
averages 50 hours of pro bono.

While questions will remain for students who have these 
dual interests, what the panelists stressed was that they 
can, in fact, keep their identity intact. There may be weeks 
when you’re doing more pro bono than other times be-
cause of professional or personal needs, but if you want to 
do it, it’s often there for the taking. This was a reassuring 
reality that left many students inspired and eager to deter-
mine how they can best impact the public good. 

–Associate Professor of the Practice and 
Director of Externships & Public Interest Initiatives 

Alexi Freeman
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STAY CONNECTED

Want to keep in touch with the public service community 
at Denver Law? Visit the Public Service Portal for news 
and upcoming events.

Would you like to contribute to the newsletter, or have 
concerns, questions or suggestions about public service 
at Denver Law? Contact Alexi Freeman at 
afreeman@law.du.edu. 

Rico Munn, JD'96, current superintendent of Aurora 
Public Schools and an alumnus of the program, also 
took the podium. Munn was part of the second class of 
Chancellor’s Scholars and recalled interviewing with 
Professor Hartje over the phone, where Hartje asked, 
“So, what makes you special?” Rico went on to explain 
that as individuals, we are not special, but that the work 
that we dedicate ourselves to is special. He inspired 
attendees to focus on “being in the other room,” a 
metaphor for coming together to counteract the world’s 
greatest hardships. 

The program ended with introductions of the new 1L 
class. There are eleven first-year Chancellor’s Scholars 
who shared stories of immigration work, criminal 
defense, community organizing and more, all of which 
inspired them to pursue careers in the legal field. 

The rest of the night was dedicated to community 
building as attendees conversed with others, shared 
memories and met new friends. The former Chancellor’s 
Scholars in attendance work in a wide variety of fields 
including government, non-profits, judicial chambers 
and the private sector. The night was a reminder of the 
great amount of talent and passion the program has 
created, and served as an inspiration for the program's 
future. 

–Haley Direnzo, 3L
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25 Years of the Chancellor’s Scholars Program

On October 6, 2016, the DU Chancellor’s Scholars cel-
ebrated the 25th anniversary of the program at a recep-
tion that brought together students, faculty and alumni. 
The event was held in the Gottesfeld room in DU's Ritchie 
Center, a beautiful space that overlooks the campus and 
the Rocky Mountains. Inside of the clock tower, the high 
ceilings added glamour to the event and the many law 
students and lawyers in attendance thought that the First 
Amendment quote painted on one of the walls set an ap-
propriate tone for the event. 

The night began with welcome speeches from Chancellor 
Rebecca Chopp and Dean Bruce Smith. Both praised 
the program as a law school tradition that helps bring 
together talented individuals with a passion for helping 
others. Dean Smith noted the extensive work done by 
current and former Chancellor’s Scholars, which includes 
public service work in the United States and many other 
countries. 

Jeffrey Hartje, retired Denver Law professor who helped 
launch the Chancellor’s Scholars program with then- 
Chancellor Daniel Ritchie, spoke of its history and evolu-
tion over the years. For many individuals in attendance, 
it was the first time meeting Professor Hartje and learn-
ing of how the program came to be. It was an honor to 
recognize his integral role.

http://www.law.du.edu/index.php/public-service-portal
mailto:afreeman@law.du.edu

