
 

On April 4 – 7, the Natural Resources & Environmental Law Society 
(NRELS) sponsored its annual Earth Week, where students had the 
chance to attend daily lunch panels covering a range of public interest, 
environmental, and natural resource topics. There was also a network-
ing event where students socialized with practitioners and professors, 
sharing their budding legal interests. NRELS is dedicated to exposing 
law students to environmental and natural resource law and offering 
opportunities to become further involved in the field. The organization 
works closely with DU's Environmental and Natural Resources Law 
Program and other campus organizations to improve the academic 
experience of law students seeking careers in public interest and 
environmental work. 

This year the panels facilitated timely discussions about emerging and 
ongoing environmental concerns and the various legal and policy 
strategies that are being implemented to address these concerns. Panel 
topics covered the Colorado Roadless Rule and its relative impact on
the coal industry, the disparate impacts of environmental degradation
on minority communities and how environmental justice work seeks
to remedy such disparities, the uncertainty surrounding Colorado's
implementation of the Clean Power Plan, and how rapid urban
growth in the Denver Metro area impacts water use and conservation 
planning. The expertise of the panelists allowed for a thorough 
exploration of each topic and encouraged engaging discussions. 
Earth Week is a great way for students to expand their knowledge of 
developments in environmental law, interact with professionals in the 
field, and learn how they can get involved to help promote public good. 

–Patrick DePriest, 3L
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20th Annual PILG Auction 
Raises $15K

This year marked the 20th annual   
Public Interest Law Group (PILG) 
auction at the Sturm College of Law. 
The silent auction spanned four days 
and raised nearly $15,000 for public 
interest assistance. The tremendous 
success of this year’s auction is owed 
to an outpouring of support from the 
Denver Law community, including the 
volunteered help of 49 students, 38 
professors and adjunct professors, 
and 18 deans and staff.

True to tradition, every dollar raised 
from the auction will go to PILG 
Summer Clerkships. A group of select 
law students will receive stipends of 
up to $3,000 for their otherwise un-
paid summer work in public interest. 
Last year’s recipients worked in areas 
such as environmental law, volunteer 
legal aid, mental health services, 
wilderness preservation, and district 
attorney and public defender offices.

 
–Elisa “Emo” Overall, 2L
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Each year, through its Loan Repayment Assistance 
Program (LRAP), Denver Law provides financial support 
to alumni pursuing legal public service careers. Since 
its creation, LRAP has provided awards to over 60 
graduates. With increased funding, we hope to offer 
even more support in the future. If you are interested in 
lending your talents and expertise to our fundraising 
efforts, please contact Alexi Freeman. Here, we 
highlight a few of this year’s passionate awardees:  

Rachel Armstrong grew up where, as she describes, 
“every fall, we set aside hundreds of pounds of 
potatoes, canned vegetables, and frozen fruit for 
winter, carrying forth our Scandinavian American 
heritage of gathering good things from soon-to-be 
frozen soil.” As Rachel grew up, she came to realize 
how the work of a farmer can be easily replaced, 
and did not see a future as a farmer, as she had 
perhaps originally imagined. Over time, she worked 
as a farmhand; managed a community garden; 
started a local foods catering company; served 
on the board of directors for a coalition of farms; 
and created a farm-to-chef marketing program, all 
before attending law school. At Denver Law, Rachel 
focused on developing skills and knowledge that 
would assist in the creation of a business model to 
support sustainable farmers and make legal services 
affordable to low-to middle-resource entrepreneurs. 
Upon graduation, she founded Farm Commons. “We 
provide dozens of underserved farmers in Minnesota 
and Wisconsin with affordable legal services. Farm 
Commons provides exclusively transactional legal 
services in our priority areas: land use, contracts, 
employment law, and business creation. Through direct 
legal services, we are seeing sustainable farmers build 
resiliency and stability into their unique business.”

From Farmer Justice to Protecting Battered 
Individuals: Denver Law Presents Alumni 
with LRAP Awards

Kami Boyt-Mirc works as an attorney for the Legal 
Aid office in Tulsa, Oklahoma. “In my work seeking 
protective orders on behalf of my clients, I have 
been able to see firsthand the impact of having an 
advocate and voice in a difficult situation can have 
on battered individuals," says Kami. "The impact 
is felt not only in the courtroom setting but also in 
witnessing the empowerment these men and women 
feel when they realize they are not alone in their 
struggle to end the pattern of domestic violence in 
their lives. Nothing I have done in my life has been 
as fulfilling as getting to play even a small part in 
that process.”

Erika Unger, a public defender here in Denver, 
remarked that she often gets asked how she could 
“represent those people.” She responds with great 
fervor. “Part of the reason I represent those people 
is because, for most of my life, I didn’t see those 
people, nor did I realize they were separated from 
me by nothing more than circumstance, luck and 
lack of a voice. I didn’t realize they are smart. They 
are kind. They make me laugh. They tear up when 
they speak about their families. They are beautiful. I 
do this work because I’ve experienced the humanity 
that can be reached when we find similarities 
amongst ourselves. I do this work because I really 
believe that people are worth more than society's 
labels and are more than the worst thing they’ve 
ever done. I do this work because I want my 
daughters to grow up in a better place. I want them 
to recognize and respect their privilege and use it to 
achieve good.” 

–Assistant Professor of the Practice and 
Director of Public Interest Alexi Freeman

Denver Law’s New Blog on Public Interest Law 

Love writing and interested in public interest law? 
There is a new public interest blog on campus and 
we’re looking for interested students to help with 
writing and soliciting content. Our purpose is to 
provide a forum for scholastic public interest 
discourse. If you are interested, please email 
Heather Campbell at hcampbell17@law.du.edu.

mailto:afreeman@law.du.edu
mailto:hcampbell17@law.du.edu
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(L-r) Sarah Spears, 1L, 
Ali Sheets, 2L, and Julia 
Davis, 1L, crossing the 
bridge from Cuidad 

Juárez, Mexico back into 
El Paso, Texas. 

Alternative Spring Break Trip: March 2016

For Denver Law’s annual Alternative Spring 
Break trip this year, seven students traveled to 
El Paso, Texas and Las Cruces, New Mexico to 
work with organizations in those areas which 
address immigration and criminal defense issues. 
While Alternative Spring Break is traditionally 
led by the Chancellor Scholars at Denver Law, 
the trip typically includes non-Chancellor Scholar 
students as well.

Throughout the week, students researched issues 
for their organizations, observed court proceed-
ings, spoke with attorneys and judges in the field, 
and went on a United States Border Patrol tour to 
learn more about the department and its respon-
sibilities. In addition, most of the students expe-
rienced crossing the border on foot into Mexico 
and back. 

Many students researched immigration issues, 
some helped put together asylum requests, and 
others spent time learning about the criminal 
repercussions of entering the United States un-
lawfully. The Border Patrol tour was particularly 
informative because it provided the opportunity 
to gain the perspective of those enforcing federal 
immigration laws while also dealing with the 
difficulty of seeing families and individuals suffer 
under those laws.  

Visiting the southwest border of the United States 
is informative in itself: By speaking with local 
residents and seeing the landscape, students 
learn what it's like to live in an area where im-
migration issues permeate every facet of life. 
Even coming from Denver, where there is a large 
immigrant community, it is quite different to see 
the cars and agents patrolling the area, and to 
pass through immigration checkpoints, which are 
commonplace along the border.

While every organization was thankful for the 
help Denver Law students were able to provide 
during the Alternative Spring Break, the true 
takeaways were the knowledge learned and the 
stories heard, which students can now take back 
to their own communities and share.  

–Haley Direnzo, 2L

(L-r) Kenneth Monington, 
1L, Sarah Spears, 1L, Billy 
Husher, 1L, Ali Sheets, 2L, 
Haley DiRenzo, 2L, Julia 

Davis, 1L, and Mackenzie  
Shields, 2L, at the border 
between the United States 
and Mexico on the U.S. 

Border Patrol tour. 

(L-r) Billy Husher, 1L, 
Sarah Spears, 1L, Julia 

Davis, 1L, and Ali Sheets, 
2L, in Cuidad Juárez, 

Mexico.

(L-r) Sarah Spears, 1L, 
and Haley DiRenzo, 2L, 

with an attorney from the 
Federal Public Defenders 

Office in Las Cruces, 
New Mexico.
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Spotlight: Domestic Violence and Family Law Lab

“I never knew it would be so hard to deal with a 
crying client.” 

It is often said that bedside manner is a required class 
that is commonly missed in medical school. The same 
might be said for law school. The Domestic Violence and 
Family Law Lab provides an experiential forum that com-
bines learning about the complexities of working with 
domestic violence victims with the actual practice 
of family law. 

The class was team-taught by Associate Professor Tammy
Kuennen of the Civil Litigation Clinic and Family Law
attorneys Stephanie Suzanne and Jose Escobar from
the Justice and Mercy Legal Aid Clinic (JAMLAC), a
non-profit specializing in providing comprehensive civil
representation to victims of domestic violence. Initially, 
students thought that learning the law would be the most 

difficult part of the class and that 
counseling domestic violence vic-
tims as part of the representation 
process would be as simple as 
applying the law to a specific situ-
ation. From the first day, however, 
it was clear that these were mis-
conceptions. Unlike the typical law 
school class, the Lab employed nu-
merous exercises and role-playing 
activities that challenged students 
to question their preconceived no-
tions regarding domestic violence 

and its victims, while also using counseling techniques 
designed to empower victims to gain a sense of control 
over their cases and power over their lives.

The experiential portion of the class was broken into two 
parts. The first part was focused on student-led intake 
interviews where background information was collected, 
basic emergency services referred, and safety plans 
discussed and developed. The second part was focused 
on student-led legal consultation where students delved 
deeper into each client’s legal issues and provided them 
with options and descriptions of the law and the legal 
process that they would be confronting. 

The wonderful—and challenging—part of experiential 
classes is that there is no exact template. Every situation 
has its own wrinkle and set of facts. This Lab was no 
different. The clients we saw were young (19) and old 
(74), male and female, gay and straight, and of diverse 
races. The abuse was verbal, financial, sexual, and 
physical. The actual client interactions were eye-opening 
to the students, sometimes testing their knowledge and 
compassion, but they were prepared and handled the 

clients extremely well. At the outset, students were 
unsure as to what to expect from this new class, but 
when it was over the feedback was overwhelmingly 
positive, with client interaction highlighted as the most 
rewarding part of the Lab.

–Jose Escobar, associate director and 
Family Law attorney

Public Service Loan Forgiveness 101 

The Public Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) program 
is a federal program that is intended to encourage 
individuals to enter and continue to work full-time in 
public service jobs. Through the PSLF program you can 
qualify to have the remaining balance on your Direct 
Student Loans forgiven after making 120 qualifying 
payments while working full-time in the public service 
field. To qualify for PSLF, you must meet the following 
requirements:

• Work full-time for a government agency or 501(c)(3) 
   non-profit (plus certain other positions); 
• Have Direct Loans: Direct Subsidized/
   Unsubsidized Loans, Direct PLUS Loans, or Direct 
   Consolidation Loans;
• Make payments under one of the Income-Driven 
   Repayment Plans;
• Make 120 individual, on-time, monthly payments 
   (payments do not have to be consecutive and only 
   one payment per month will count).

You do not need to apply to the PSLF program when 
you start repaying your loans; you apply for the 
forgiveness once you’ve made enough qualifying 
payments. However, you can track your qualifying 
payments by using the Department of Education’s 
Employment Certification Form. This form will document 
your qualifying employment and help you track how 
many payments you’ve made that count toward 
PSLF. You can learn more about the PSLF program 
online. If you have any questions about PSLF, please 
contact Kasia Palm in the Office of Student Financial 
Management. 

–Director of Student Financial Management Kasia Palm

https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/repay-loans/forgiveness-cancellation/public-service
mailto:FinancialManagement@law.du.edu
http://www.law.du.edu/index.php/financial-aid
http://www.law.du.edu/index.php/financial-aid
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Cesar Chavez Social Justice Week 

Last March, the American Civil Liberties Union, in 
partnership with the Black Law Students’ Association and 
the Education Policy and Outreach 
Group, partnered to host “Cesar 
Chavez Social Justice Week.” The 
goal of the week was to provide 
students with an opportunity to 
engage in a series of speakers, 
panels, interactive trainings, film 
screenings, and conversations around 
social and racial justice. 

The week began with a panel on 
juvenile justice where Brooke 
Silverthorn (National Association of 
Counsel for Children) joined the co-founders of Learn 
Your Rights in Colorado (LYRIC), Michael Juba (Hardy & 
Juba, LLC) and Hannah Seigel Proff (Colorado Juvenile 
Defender Center), for a discussion about juvenile justice. 
Students engaged with the panelists to examine a range 
of topics including juvenile sentencing guidelines, the 
indiscriminate shackling of youth, holistic approaches to 
juvenile defense, and restorative justice practices. 

The next event was a 
social justice lawyering 
training presented by 
Assistant Professor 
of the Practice and 
Director of Public 
Interest Alexi Freeman 
and her husband, Jim 
Freeman. During this 
interactive training, 
students took time to 
develop and reflect 
upon their personal 
theories of change.   
This prompted difficult questions such as what social 
justice issue students are most passionate about, what 
change students hope to create, and what barriers stand 
in the way of making those changes. Students left the 
event feeling a sense of urgency to tackle many of the 
issues we explored. 

Additionally, Dr. Donald Tibbs of Drexel University flew 
to Denver to give the presentation, "Hip Hop and the 
Law." Dr. Tibbs is an expert on the overlapping issues of 
race, law, civil rights, and criminal procedure. Dr. Tibbs 
projected the lyrics to Jay-Z’s hit song, “99 Problems,” 

and explained that he could teach an entire law school 
course using a single verse from the song as it relates to 
a Supreme Court decision. In this verse, Jay-Z raps about 
racial profiling, illegal police searches, and dealing with 

rap critics. Dr. Tibbs discussed the 
important role of hip hop and rap 
music in American race relations. 
He gave countless examples of 
hip hop lyrics as accurate and 
honest accounts of systemic 
racism in America. Students had 
the opportunity to speak with Dr. 
Tibbs at a reception following his 
presentation. 
 
To end the week, Professor Tom 
Romero and Visiting Assistant 

Professor Brad Bartlett gave an extremely detailed 
and informative presentation on the Flint Water Crisis 
and the broader issue of water development, delivery, 
and quality in poor and underserved communities. 
The presentation covered the historical context of 
municipal water supplies, specific details about the 
water crisis in Flint, Mich., as well as instances of water 
contamination and environmental justice issues in other 

communities. The 
event was followed 
by a film screening 
of “A Civil Action” 
as part of the Social 
Justice Film Series, 
organized by 
Professor Alan Chen. 
Professor Annecoos 
Wiersema and 
Associate Professor 
Robin Walker 
Sterling led a post-
film discussion about 
the evolving situation 

and litigation in Flint. 

Cesar Chavez Social Justice week was a tremendous 
success. It brought together students, faculty, community 
members, and social justice aficionados for an 
opportunity to recognize our common goals and, more 
importantly, how to reach those goals. 

–Isabel Breit, 1L

(L-r) Practitioners Brooke Silverthorn, Hannah 
Seigel Proff, and Michael Juba at the Juvenile 

Justice panel.

Dr. Tibbs presenting "Hip Hop and the Law"
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ACLU & EPOG’s Social Justice Lawyering Training

As part of the American Civil Liberties Union's (ACLU) 
annual Cesar Chavez Social Justice Week, Denver 
Law's Education Policy and Outreach Group (EPOG) 
and its ACLU chapter organized a Social Justice 
Lawyering Training focused on introducing the concepts 
of building power with communities and working 
with grassroots movements. Drawing from their own 
backgrounds in community work and movement 
lawyering, the training was led by Alexi Freeman, 
director of Public Interest, and practitioner Jim Freeman 
from The Grassroots Action Support Team. 

The event focused on introducing the concepts of 
movement lawyering and helping students develop 
their theories of change. Students learned that devel-
oping theories of change is important in this line of 
work because it can help individuals think about how 
they will tackle large, structural issues, and how their 
role and skills can fit into that effort. Students did this 
by identifying the social justice issue that was most 
important to them, identifying what positive change 
on that issue would look like, what barriers exist to 

enacting that positive change, and what the student’s 
specific role would be in enacting the change. After 
discussing this outline of their theories of change, stu-
dents then discussed barriers to change and skills and 
tools used to overcome barriers. For example, students 
discussed the importance of working with communities 
and letting those most affected by the issue lead the 
effort. In addition, students discussed the multitude of 
needs communities require beyond traditional lawyer-
ing skills. Armed with this new information, students 
restructured their theories to make them more concrete. 

While this was just an introduction into the vast field 
of community and movement lawyering, students 
were encouraged to continue refining their theories of 
change and to let them be a guiding force through-
out their careers. Overall, students came away with a 
stronger sense of how their personal desires and goals 
for change fit into the larger field of social justice and 
legal work, and how they could continue to focus on 
that throughout their careers. 

–Haley Direnzo, 2L

Students at the Social Justice Lawyering Training developed theories of change and learned how to work with 
communities and social justice movements. 
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On March 31, as a precursor to Denver Law’s 3rd 
Annual Pipeline Conference, "How Law and Student 
Activism Are Shaping ‘Post-racial’ American College 
Campuses," held on April 1, students were given the 
opportunity to break bread and chat with some of the 
most prominent undergraduate and graduate students 
across the country who are organizing locally and 
nationally around racial justice equity on college cam-
puses. Joined by Yamiesha Bell, a graduate student from 
the University of Connecticut, Briana Cato and Storm 
Ervin, undergraduates at the University of Missouri, 
and David Turner III, graduate student at the University 
of California at Berkeley, students learned about their 
strategies, demands, and visions. They also heard about 
the important role that outsiders can play in supporting 
efforts of others who are fighting for a voice.

Turner advised the group to “become co-conspirators 
in liberation,” and to “come when we need you, as we 
need you.” He said that everyone can be an ally in dif-
ferent ways and in different situations, but that we have 
to remember that we “earn our ally card everyday.” 
He spoke about the word ally as a “verb,”—intimating 
that it can involve action, but it also involves the ability 
to change your hat and your role, depending on the 
context. 

Similarly, Yamiesha shared a quote she had recently 
read on Facebook to describe the role of the ally:

“Being a social justice ally is a lot like being a fan of a 
sports team. You’re there to support them, spend money 
on their merchandise, identify yourself as a supporter 
so that your team feels the love and the world knows 
you're there, cheer for them, talk them up to others, 
gush about why your team rocks to anyone interested 
in sports (and maybe a few who aren't), and jump in if 
someone's talking trash about your team (or your sport). 
You bring a megaphone and a big foam #1 glove, 
and you use the megaphone not to bloviate about your 
armchair theories on what the team could be doing 
better but to lead the cheers you have been taught and 
that the team likes to hear. And maybe if you're good at 
what you do, you lead the bleachers in a cheer or two 
and get a few seconds on the JumboTron.

But you're not part of the team. You don’t get your 
name on the roster. If your team wins or loses, you're 

going to your normal job on Monday. If you're wearing 
a jersey, it's got someone else's name on it. You don't 
hang out in the locker room. You don't sit down with the 
MVP and tell them what you think they could be doing 
better. You aren't invited to the strategy sessions.

Also, if someone from the team is doing a press confer-
ence, you don't run up and steal the microphone to talk 
about how the team's playing has made you feel. You… 
sit down and let them talk.” 

This conversation reminded me that we all have a role 
to play in pursuing the public good. Sometimes we are 
on the front lines, but more often than not we have the 
opportunity to use our expertise to support others from 
the bench.

This informal lunch discussion, as well as the broader 
conference, was organized by Catherine Smith, associ-
ate dean for Institutional Diversity and Inclusiveness 
and professor, and Randy Wagner, administrative 
director for Strategic Initiatives. We thank them for 
inviting student leaders to campus. To become involved 
in any of Denver Law’s pipeline efforts, please email 
Randy Wagner. 

–Assistant Professor of the Practice and 
Director of Public Interest Alexi Freeman

An Intimate Conversation with Campus 
Activists on Being an Ally, a Sports Fan, 
& a Co-Conspirator

mailto:rwagner@law.du.edu
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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. 

Education Law at DU

Students, lawyers, educators, administrators, and policy 
advocates came together at the Colorado Education 
Community Building Night on April 13, 2016. The event 
was organized by Denver Law’s Education Policy and 
Outreach Group (EPOG), along with Children’s Voice 
and the Colorado Rural Schools Alliance, and hosted by 

Bryan Cave law firm. 
 
The purpose of the evening was 
to develop cross-disciplinary 
engagement for all those work-
ing in the education field. The 
event also provided a way for 
law students interested in educa-
tion to see the many ways to use 
their legal degree in a manner 
related to education. Kathy 
Gebhardt, Denver Law adjunct 
professor and executive direc-
tor of Children’s Voice, spoke 
of how exciting it was to see so 
many law students passionate 
about education and already 
working to build a community.

The format of the evening created an atmosphere open 
for dialogue between people practicing in all areas of 
education. Everyone’s name tag had a colored dot, with 
a different color representing four different categories: 
student, lawyer, educator, or administrator. The colored 
dot provided a conversation starter. At the beginning 
of the evening, EPOG co-presidents, Julia Davis, 1L, 
and Haley DiRenzo, 2L, challenged everyone to talk 
to at least one person from each category. The format 
facilitated a mix of community building and networking 
opportunities. Hopefully, the Colorado Education Com-
munity Building Night was the first of many to come, as 
people left the evening talking about making the event 
an annual tradition. 

–Katie Steefel, 2L

(L-r) EPOG co-
presidents Julia 

Davis, 1L and Haley 
Direnzo, 2L, inspired 

creative discourse 
at the Colorado 

Education Community 
Building Night.

Denver's Bryan Cave law firm hosted the 2016 
Colorado Education Community Building Night.

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



