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Public Interest Summer Funding 

Throughout its history, the University of Denver Sturm College of Law has demonstrated a 

strong commitment to experiential learning and to the public interest.  To celebrate these 

foundational aspects of our mission in our 125th anniversary, Denver Law has been 

intentionally launching initiatives to support students interested in promoting the public good 

as law students and lawyers. In Summer 2017, we were delighted to make available in $51,000 

in dedicated funding to provide stipends to 26 Denver Law students working in unpaid public 

interest and public service positions. Our goal for this initiative was to make it easier for 

students to pursue opportunities in the public interest – and, accordingly, to benefit from the 

distinctive professional satisfaction that such opportunities provide. 

Seed funding for this initiative was made available by the Public Interest Law Group, the Office 

of the Dean, the Externship Program, the Career Development Office, and Denver Law 

alumni.  We hope to build upon this initiative in future years so that we are able to offer every 

eligible student applicant funding to support their efforts.  

From providing legal services to immigrant youth in New York City, to pursuing the public good 

on behalf of the district attorney’s office in Los Angeles, to promoting disability justice here in 

Colorado, Denver Law student recipients contributed their talents to a range of communities 

and causes within Colorado and across the country. Continue reading to learn more about our 

recipients and their summers. 
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Meera Nayak – 2L 
East Bay Sanctuary Covenant 

I worked with East Bay Sanctuary Covenant in Berkeley, California this past summer since I 

wanted to experience the intersection between international and domestic law as well as 

human rights. It was a truly rewarding experience. I got to work directly with clients, helping 

them at different stages with the affirmative asylum process from interviewing and applications 

to research and preparation.  

 

I represented clients from various countries on my own, all successfully in front of the 

Department of Homeland Security in San Francisco. It was fulfilling to know that each of them 

have a safe base after the terrible violence they faced in their home countries. This was an 

incredible opportunity as a first year student and would not have been possible without the 

financial support. 
 

.  

 
Brandon Johnson – 3L 
Disability Law Colorado 
At Disability Law Colorado, I had the opportunity to perform client interviews, [and write] 

internal memos, fact sheets, and publications. This placement interested me because I felt like 

I needed to give back to an underrepresented community. Growing up with a speech 

impediment, I know what it feels like to be referred to as less than able, and wanted to provide 

my service to ensure that individuals are adequately represented. The financial award allowed 

me to work exclusively on providing representation to those in need. Without the award, I would 

have been forced to find a second source of income and ultimately, limit time that I could spend 

representing clients. The financial reward I received allowed me to provide for myself and 

clients. 
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Megan McCulloch – 2L 

Arapahoe County Attorney’s Office  

I spent my summer at the Arapahoe County Attorney’s Office, assigned primarily to the attorney 

who handles legal issues for the Sheriff's Office (S.O). The research and writing assignments I 

engaged in were primarily written for S.O. command staff, so it was a unique chance to write 

about legal issues but without attorneys as the audience. 

The money I received from the public interest scholarship helped offset my cost of living 

expenses and made it possible for me to pursue this unpaid externship, which was valuable to 

me in a number of different ways. First, I was able to explore different substantive areas of law, 

which is possible in a city or county attorney's office as they are essentially general counsel for 

their respective municipal/governmental body. Second, I wanted to remain engaged in and 

explore an area of public interest related to local government. It was great to see that side of 

the legal profession as opposed to private firms, and it definitely stoked the flames of my 

interest in serving in local government. 

 

 

Lucia Ornelas – 2L 
Rocky Mountain Immigrant Advocacy Network 
RMIAN offered the opportunity to work with indigent detainees facing deportation at the GEO 

detention center in Aurora. I was able to assist with legal orientation presentations, intakes, I-

589 workshops, and in preparations for direct representation hearings. The financial reward 

helped with my rent; therefore, I was able to do this work full-time. I learned the substantive 

immigration law that applies to detainees, the different forms of relief from deportation, and 

how to communicate this in a simple way so that detainees could understand their options. This 

work is very important to me because the undocumented immigrant population is very 

vulnerable right now and there is a critical need for access to legal resources.  
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The Legislative Task Force for the Mentally Ill  
in the Criminal Justice System 

 

Sarah Schulte – 2L 

Civil Rights Education and Enforcement Center 

The Legislative Task Force for the Mentally Ill in the Criminal Justice System 

Summer placements are an invaluable opportunity not only to learn about a specific substantive 

area of law or a particular work environment, but also to meet potential mentors and future 

colleagues. I was fortunate enough to work with several attorneys who willingly took me under 

their wing, guiding me through the process of learning about our now-shared profession. The 

substantive work I did was undoubtedly meaningful, both for the acquisition of new skills and 

the continued development of skills learned during 1L year. However, I can't adequately speak 

of my summer without noting that the connections I made with people working in public interest 

law, both civil rights and criminal defense, are relationships I sincerely hope to grow throughout 

law school and after graduation.  

I would not have been able to work at either placement without the financial support of the 

stipend. Both we, as students, and they, the non-profits, etc. where we intern rely on the 

institution of unpaid internships for our development as attorneys and for their continued ability 

to serve the public good. The stipend is what makes this possible for many students, myself 

included.   

 

Marissa Hoffman – 2L 

Colorado Ethics Watch 

Being a Summer 2017 recipient of public interest funding allowed me to follow my heart and 

serve the greater good while still making ends meet. Receiving public interest funding benefited 

me financially, professionally, and personally. I am forever thankful for the funding I was lucky 

enough to receive through this collection of organizations. Financially, the stipend allowed me 

to pay my portion of rent and afford groceries and gas for the duration of my summer 

placement. Professionally, it allowed me to confidently accept a non-profit placement that 

aligned with my professional goals even though it was unpaid. Personally, I was able to follow 

my heart and take a position that serves the public good. 
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Josh Boissevain – 3L 
Colorado Attorney General’s Office: Natural Resources and Environment Section 
For me, the Attorney General's office has really been one of the places I have wanted to work 

the most. Not only do they represent several of the state's key water agencies, but they also 

have a hand in advising on many water policy matters and they help the state negotiate with 

our neighbors regarding interstate water issues. During my internship, I was able to work on 

several key issues that are interesting to me (including the state's all-important instream flow 

program). 

The summer funding was really the only financial resource available that allowed me to explore 

a career path in the public interest.  The money I received went a long way towards my tuition 

for receiving school credit for my experience.  I am incredibly grateful for this opportunity and 

for the support it represents in allowing students like me more options in pursuing a public-

interest career path. 

 
 

Hannah Mitchell – 3L 
National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty 
The work I did and the experience I got this summer with NLCHP taught me so much not only 

about the topic, but also about the role I am best suited for in the system of supporting and 

advocating on behalf of indigent, marginalized populations. This experience furthered my desire 

and passion to continue a career in the public interest. The fact that I was awarded a summer 

stipend in the short-term made it reasonable for me to pursue this externship in D.C. and, then, 

afford living there over the summer and, in the long-term, made it so that I have less loans to 

pay off after law school so that I can hopefully continue serving the public interest. Beyond just 

the monetary impact of lessening costs, the fact that this stipend is awarded and was awarded 

to me was also just a nod of encouragement and a reminder that it is possible to do this kind of 

work. 
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Michelle Cortes – 3L 
Colorado State Public Defender: Arapahoe County Office 
In our minds, we had won one of the coveted summer internships at the Public Defender's 

Office. We weren't there to work in plush offices, we were there because we believed in 

forgiveness and compassion, humanity, and understanding. Most of all, we were there for our 

clients. The clients I represented were some of the hardest working, most resilient people I have 

ever met. Many supported children themselves while working several jobs. Others grew up in 

the child welfare system, were victims of childhood violence, or the product of a lack of 

educational opportunities. For most of my clients, life had been cruel and it had been hard. 

 

It seems true that the events that unfold in our lives are partially due to our choices, but how 

much is also luck? How much does the birth lottery contribute? Several times during this 

internship I felt a solidarity with my clients: if I had only made a few choices differently, or had 

been born into a different family, or had a few more unexpected and devastating events happen 

to me, it could have been me instead of my client ostracized by society in chains in the county 

jail. Our lives all seem interconnected in that way.  

 

As Brian Stevenson said: Ultimately, you judge the character of a society, not by how they treat 

the rich and the powerful and the privileged, but by how they treat the poor, the condemned, 

the incarcerated. 

 
Liz Little – 3L 
Colorado State Public Defender: Denver Office 
As a certified legal intern with the Denver Trial office of the Colorado State Public Defender, I 

was able to work intimately with clients for the first time in my legal career. I quickly had to 

learn how to navigate a courtroom, district attorneys and witnesses, juries, and a judge. I was 

handed clients to inform, motions to write, and cases to litigate. I even won my first trial! This 

experience was incredibly affirming, rewarding, and steeling. The financial reward alleviated a 

significant amount of financial stress and anxiety, and allowed me to more deeply immerse 

myself in this experience and for that I am eternally grateful! 
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Sarah Spears – 3L 

Colorado State Public Defender: Salida Office 

I interned at the Colorado State Public Defender's office in Salida, Colorado this summer. My 

public interest stipend made this experience possible.  It was important to me to serve a rural 

community while practicing criminal law under the Student Practice Act.  That turned out to be 

a tall order when I couldn’t find housing near the office and had substantially higher travel costs 

on the weekends.  I feared I would have to turn down my Salida placement, but the public 

interest stipend came through and I was able to spend 10 weeks serving indigent communities 

in both Chafee and Fremont county.  Having the ability to join a small office and benefiting from 

the personalized attention offered there made my learning experience exponentially better and 

especially rewarding. 

 

Ted Temple – 3L 

Colorado State Public Defender: Brighton Office 

This past summer I volunteered as a certified intern at the Colorado State Public Defenders-

Brighton Trial Office.  There, I was able to make courtroom appearances for the criminally 

accused under the Student Practice Act.  I felt so fortunate to be able to provide representation 

to indigent clients.  I participated in jail advisals, bond arguments, sentencing arguments, 

prosecutor negotiations, motions hearings, and three jury trials.  This was an amazing 

experience that reaffirmed why I want to do this type of work. 

I have always had an enduring commitment to my community and I continue to educate myself 

on ways to promote legal and social equality. Seeing the daily struggles of my fellow citizens and 

listening to their harrowing stories have inspired me to assist and protect them throughout the 

judicial process.   

By awarding me the public interest stipend, I was able to focus on what is important for me, 

educating myself to be a better advocate for my client.  This has allowed me to be one step 

closer to my goal and has inspired me to help others by giving back to the community.  I hope 

one day I will be able to help other students achieve their goal just as you have helped me.   

 

Molly Turner – 2L 

Colorado State Public Defender: Douglass County  

My summer consisted of a lot of legal research and writing, observing court, shadowing 

attorneys, and my personal favorite part, meeting with clients. Meeting with clients was the 

most meaningful part of my summer because I got to sit with people who often have had the 

odds continuously stacked against them, and I got to hear their stories. I learned a lot about the 

real and raw struggles people face, and how often times that was a factor that ended them up 
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in jail. It was motivating for me because that is one of the main reasons I came to law school- to 

put myself in a position to be able to advocate for people who have never had that before. It 

was a great summer learning about what my life will look like when I become a public defender, 

the wonderful people I will get to advocate for, and building a foundation for that work.  

The financial stipend I received was a tremendous help in many ways. My commute was about 

45 minutes each way, so filling up my gas tank regularly added up quickly. The stipend allowed 

me to make that commute without stressing about that bill, and allowed me to be fully present 

when I got to the office. Further, it was great knowing I have the support of DU to continue to 

do public interest law. I think it is incredibly important and people often get bogged down with 

the fact the paycheck is not comparable to big law. However, for me, I know this is the work I 

want to do, I know people need advocates, it is the reason I came to law school, and having that 

extra support from my school was very encouraging to continue in this field.   

 

 
Yasmin Shanker – 2L 
District Attorney’s Office: Los Angeles, CA 
While working at the District Attorney's Office in Los Angeles, I gained hands on experience 

inside and outside of the courtroom. I helped prep for trials, wrote a motion, worked on 

numerous legal research projects, observed a meeting at the Los Angeles Crime Lab, and 

participated in a ride along within the city of Lomita. All of these experiences were invaluable. 

It was a blast working with the attorneys and learning the trial process. The financial aid 

scholarship allowed me to experience this externship in California even though I had financial 

obligations in Colorado. Without this stipend my summer experience would not have been 

possible. Through this externship I truly gained the insight and experience I needed to become 

a successful attorney in the future. 
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Rachel Tumin – 3L 

American Civil Liberties Union of Colorado 

Working for the ACLU of Colorado was an exceptional experience. I was able to work on a large 

variety of projects - from investigating request for assistance, to interviewing clients, to working 

on legal correspondence with local governments. This was a great opportunity to assist the 

community in which I live, which is exactly why I came to law school in the first place. 

The financial award helped me earned externship credit for the work I was doing. This meant 

that I could take fewer classes in the fall semester and, as a result, I have been able to stay on 

with the ACLU as a part-time volunteer. 

 

 

 
Laura Killean – 2L 
Jefferson County District Attorney’s Office: Appellate Division  
Throughout the course of my summer internship in the Appellate Division of the Jefferson 

County DA's office, I had the opportunity to vastly improve my legal researching and writing 

skills by working on various appellate briefs. I had the opportunity to observe and participate in 

case staffings for serious cases such as homicide and sexual assault cases, and I got to observe 

trials in court and see how our justice system works in action!  

 

This stipend provided me the opportunity to accomplish my life goal of working for the district 

attorney and has allowed me to grow my network and interact with attorneys that I hope to one 

day call my peers and coworkers. Due to my positive experience and the flexibility this stipend 

allowed me, I was able to continue forward with the same internship for the fall semester. I am 

incredibly grateful for the opportunity to receive this stipend and what it has allowed me to do 

in my both academic and professional life. 
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MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY COLLEGE OF LAW 

Joaquin Gallegos – 2L 

Michigan State University School of Law Indian Law Clinic 

My experience provided insight into critical appellate work that I am interested in - driving court 

compliance with the Indian Child Welfare Act. The Act prevents the forced removal of Indian 

children and their placement in non-Indian institutions, including foster and adoptive homes. 

Developing strategic writing and advocacy skills was invaluable.  

Because public interest law is historically neglected or underfunded, it is vital to create 

opportunities for students who come from vulnerable communities – often the focus of public 

law. Investment in my public interest law experience mattered to me because it showed that 

issues typically forgotten are valued and students who are best equipped to address such issues 

are equally valued and supported. 

 

 

 
Maria Barco – 2L 
Denver District Attorney’s Office: Family Violence Unit 
The experience of interning at Denver DA's Office was an amazing experience, assisted by the 

help of PILG. I worked in various felony cases. The experienced helped strengthened my 

ambition to becoming a prosecutor. I learned the importance of work-life balance and saw the 

reality of the workload in a DA's office. This mattered to me because the sole reason I applied 

to law school was to be a prosecutor and change the system from the inside. I believe certain 

crimes have changed in their severity within our society, and seeing and talking with prosecutors 

was helpful in knowing I am not the only one who thinks the same. The financial reward assisted 

me in being able to pay for my parking and be able to go to work full-time and experience the 

reality of the job rather than only experience the DA's office part-time. 
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Ariel Gould – 3L 
Our Children’s Trust 
With the help of the public interest scholarship, I was able to spend the summer in Eugene, 

Oregon working for Our Children's Trust, an environmental non-profit taking on climate change 

on behalf of the future generations. My experience was invaluable; I had a chance to work with 

some of the top public interest environmental litigators and assist in a landmark environmental 

constitutional case. This opportunity was made possible because of the public interest stipend I 

received, otherwise, I would have not been able to afford splitting rent between two cities and 

applying for externship credit. I am eternally grateful for the resources that were provided to 

me to assist me in pursuing my dreams of working on the ground in public interest 

environmental litigation.  

 
  

 

 

U.S. Department of Education 
Office for Civil Rights 

Josh Mangiagli – 3L 
U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights 
Last summer, I had the incredibly opportunity of interning at the United States Department of 

Education Office for Civil Rights (OCR). I pursued this position because I believe equal access to 

education, regardless of race, gender, disability, sexual orientation, gender identity, etc., is one 

of the most important social justice issues facing our country today. OCR's mission is to ensure 

equal access to education and to promote educational excellence through vigorous 

enforcement of civil rights in our nation's schools.  

As an intern at OCR, I shared the same responsibilities as lawyers in the office; those 

responsibilities included conducting complainant intake interviews, investigating the merit of 

claims, legal research, and monitoring school's compliance with OCR. Unfortunately, OCR, like 

many government entities, was not able to offer a paid position. The financial award I received 

made it possible for me to focus on this position full time. I am truly grateful for the generosity 

and commitment to empowering students to pursue work in the public service sector.   

http://www.ed.gov/
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Anonymous - 2L 
Rocky Mountain Victim Law Center 
As a summer intern at Rocky Mountain Victim Law Center, I conducted legal research to answer 

questions for victims of sexual violation and domestic violence and victim service providers. I 

drafted legal documents including a motion to appoint a guardian ad litem for a child-victims 

who may experience a conflict of interest with their parents. I also used my teaching experience 

to consult with social workers and attorneys to prepare training materials for college campus 

employees on housing rights for victims, CLE course descriptions for trauma informed care, and 

a reference document for disability accommodations in court and the process in obtaining the 

accommodations. I also attended multidisciplinary case reviews, Colorado Bar Association 

meetings, and multiple trainings on trauma informed care for victims and human trafficking. In 

addition to helping further victims' rights and providing the space for victims' voices to be heard 

my experience this summer has made a significant impact on my own healing journey as a sexual 

assault survivor.  

 

After working in an office that values self-care and balance, I realized that working full-time as 

a special needs teacher while balancing law school at night was not sustainable. The summer 

funding I received provided me with the money needed to make the transition to a full-time law 

student this fall. 

 

Julia Davis – 3L 
The Door Legal Services Center 
My placement this summer was at The Door's Legal Services Center in Manhattan.  Specifically, 

I worked on the affirmative immigration team helping youth ages 12-21 apply for various forms 

of immigration relief.  Many of these youth are undocumented victims of trauma.  I want to do 

immigration law and I love working with kids so this was a great combination of those two 

passions.  I also prefer working directly with clients and my work at The Door was mostly direct 

client services.  Working with kids on a daily basis helped me get to know them and really 

become a support and resource for them.  The Door is a holistic services center providing not 

just legal services but other services such as education, health, and counseling.  Knowing the 
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clients could come to me with any issues, legal or otherwise, was very fulfilling.  I would never 

have been able to go to New York City for the summer without the financial support I received.  

Because The Door is a nonprofit organization, they do not offer paid internships.  I was working 

a full 40 hours a week so I was also not able to work elsewhere to support myself.  I hope to 

work in the public sector in immigration law after graduation.  This internship was important 

experience for my future career and I am thankful I did not have to turn it down simply because 

of financial constraints.   

 
 

Alison Heinen – 2L 
National Immigrant Justice Center 
I learned so much in the three months I worked with NIJC. I did intake with detained persons 

and their families, visited detention centers in southern Illinois to inform detainees of their 

rights, and provided input at team meetings as to whether or not we should accept cases for 

direct representation.  

 

The most significant part of my summer was representing a client in his case for asylum. 

Geoffrey* suffered horrific torture at the hands of the Eritrean government. He fled to the 

United States to seek a life free from fear and violence. Immigration Court allows for law 

students to enter full appearances on behalf of clients, and my supervisors urged me to take on 

the challenge. I filed Geoffrey's application for asylum, prepared him for court, and represented 

him in the full proceeding in July. The best moment for me was when the Immigration Judge 

granted his case for asylum at the end of the hearing and he was able to leave custody that day. 

His brother was already in Chicago as a refugee and I got to watch them reunite for the first time 

in 12 years.  

 

It would have been much more difficult for me to relocate to Chicago and extern at NIJC without 

the support of the public interest funding. The funding makes me feel like people outside of the 

public interest law community really do support this work and think it is important. This past 

summer gave me a much needed reminder of why I decided to go to law school in the first place. 

I am incredibly grateful for the funding I received! 

 


