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SPECIAL FEATURE 

because clients are community-based 
organizations rather than individuals, the 
mode of legal practice is primarily 
transactional rather than dispute­
oriented, and the legal issues primarily 
concern business and community 
development." 

Lehman and Lento were aware of 
social scientists' research on low-income 
urban neighborhoods and "concerned 
that the relationship between university 
and community not degenerate into one 
of scientist and specimen. 

"We wanted to find a way for the 
University in general, and the Law 
School in particular, to be a constructive 
participant in _the process of community 
transformation and redevelopment. And 
we thought the key might lie in the 
Schools ability to award academic credit 
to students who are educated in the 
process of providing services at no charge 
to community-based organizations." 

Since its hopeful beginning, the 
Program has come to rank "among the 
best clinical law school programs 
nationally in affordable housing and 
community economic development" and 
"presents an impressive pedagogical and 
public service initiative in its own right," 
according to an evaluation of the 
Program conducted last year by an 
External Review Committee. The five­
member committee included three 
members of the Programs National 
Advisory Council: John Charles Boger, 
Associate Dean for Academic Affairs and 
Professor of Law at the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill ; Marilyn 
Mullane, staff attorney at Michigan Legal 
Services; and Peter Pitegoff, Professor of 
Law at the State University of New York 
at Buffalo. The other committee members 
were: Donald F Baty, Jr., '85, senior 
partner at Honigman Miller Schwartz 
and Cohn of Detroit; and Robert 
Solomon, Clinical Professor at Yale law 
School. 
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The committee found that Detroit city 
officials, clients and students all gave the 
Program high marks. Students in the 
Program receive a solid learning 
experience, the quality of the legal work 
that clients receive equals or exceeds 
what they would get privately, the 
standing of the Program within the city is 
very high and the service that it provides 
to Detroit and its citizens and the 
students of the University of Michigan 
Law School is significant, the committee 
concluded. 

"While the public service virtues of 
this program are self evident, it is worth 
noting two points," the committee said. 
"First, while our student sample was 
small [ 15 students], a majority of the 
students we interviewed emphasized that 
their participation in the Program 
demonstrated to them the opportunity to 
provide pro bono legal services after 
graduation. All of the students expressing 
this view entered the clinic with the 
assumption that they would not have 
such an opportunity in their future 
careers. 

Second, every person we interviewed, 
including clients, TA [technical assistance] 
providers, attorneys and city employees, 
told us that most and possibly all of the 
transactions completed by the Program on 
behalf of its clients would have not 
occurred but for the Programs existence. 
The same people advised us that even 
when pro bono services are available, 
taken as a whole, those services are of a 
lesser quality than the clinics services 
(quality defined as including the time, 
patience and availability of clinic students 
and faculty)." 

"There is an additional intangible 
factor," the committee continued. "The 
Program has become an important player 
in the development of affordable housing 
in Detroit. Clients take pride in the fact 
that their legal counsel (the Program) is 
treated with great respect by other 
players, particularly city officials. In the 
words of the Program Director for the 
Detroit office of USC - the Local 
Initiatives Support Corporation, a 

national TA provider and finance broker 
for nonprofit community development 
corporations - the Program is 'very 
much a key component in the 
revitalization of the City;' and 'You [the 
University] cannot make a better invest­
ment than what you are doing right now.' 

"Students can see that respect, as well 
as the passion that faculty put into their 
work. As a result, students see that they 
are part of something important and that 
their work makes a difference. Not only 
do they work hard on their projects, but 
often continue on projects after the 
conclusion of the course, because, as one 
client put it, 'They put their heart and 
soul into it."' 
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For Tom Ensign, who now practices 

law in Washington, D.C., the Program in 
Legal Assistance to Urban Communities 
introduced him to parts of Detroit he had 
not known, changed his view of the city, 
and offered him the blend of experience 
and faculty supervision that neither strict 
classroom work nor full time employment 
could provide. 

'The advantage to me is that it allows 
me to apply what I'm learning in a 
classroom environment," he says. "When 
you're reading a case out of your text it 
could become just about meaningless ... . 
Here, you learn the projects that are real 
world projects, work with real world 
people, deal with real world issues. That's 
been the positive thing for me. 

"I think the positive thing for the 
community is that having attorneys -
people with legal education - is very 
expensive. There are issues and battles 
that wouldn't be fought because the 
nonprofit organization didn't have the 
resources to fight them." 

Thanks to people like Ensign and the 
Law Schools effort to balance the scales, 
they don't have to. 



Robert Precht, Director of the Law 
School's Office of Public Service, sees 
Detroit as an "exciting, vibrant and 
legally challenging" place. Just the kind 
of place, he believes, that law students 
will find both enjoyable and stimulating 
to work. 

And he'd like to see more law 
students do just that - while they're still 
students. 

"My feeling is that Detroit has been 
historically an underutilized resource by 
the University of Michigan," he says. It is 
Michigan's largest, most complex urban 
center. It has most of the pluses and 
minuses of all big U.S. cities, but it also 
has some very distinctive benefits: its 
economic importance as the birthplace of 
the American automobile industry, its 
river border with Canada, its racially and 

culturally diverse and dynamic 
population, and its historical ties with 
the labor and civil rights movements. 

The sum of those parts makes the city 
a significant laboratory for legal learning 
and a satisfying site for public service 
work, Precht says. Last Spring, his office 
helped students sign on to work there as 
volunteers with the Federal Defender's 
Office, the Legal Aid & Defender 
Association of Detroit, the State Appellate 
Defender Office and the Sugar Law 
Center for Economic and Social Justice. 

In addition, Precht and the Public 
Service Office supported Steve 
Tobocman, '97, in his successful bid to 
win a Skadden Fellowship to pursue 
public interst work in Detroit. Tobocman 
is working with Detroit agencies through 
Michigan Legal Services. 

Tobocman, who graduated last May 
with a dual degree in law and public 
policy, did 900 hours of volunteer work 
with the Southwest Detroit Business 
Association before graduating. He also 

Law Sclwol s111de11ts worh in 
Detroit in a variety of ways in 
addition to the School's Program 
in Legal Assistance for Urban 
Communities. During new 
student orifnlation, for example, 
students regularly visit Detroit to 
work 011 projects for Habitat for 
Humanity, as students shown 
here did last Fall. 
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worked with clients in the Corktown and 
core city areas through the Law School's 
Program in Legal Assistance to Urban 
Communities. 

"My goal is to service the legal needs 
of community groups doing economic 
development," he says of his Skadden 
Fellowship placement. 

"The emphasis of our program is 
service and inculcating public service 
values which we hope will encourage 
Michigan students to fulfill unmet legal 
needs," Precht says. 

"Hopefully they will get in the habit of 
doing service work while they are in law 
school. Many lawyers are starved for 
meaning and public service is one of the 
best ways for lawyers to discover the 
meaning of their profession." 
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