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As you plan your courses for the second and third years, you may find the wide range of educational options at the U.W. Law School a bit overwhelming.  And you may ask yourself, “which of the three options for fulfilling the Public Service Requirement --  a clinic, an externship, or the Street Law course – should I pursue?”. The Clinical Law Program at the University of Washington School of Law now offers ten different clinics, as well as Street Law.  The law school also offers a myriad of externship placements through the Public Service Center, and a range of simulation courses like Interviewing and Counseling, Negotiations, Pretrial Practice, and Trial Advocacy.  How, you may ask, should a student choose which to take and when?      

All of these options may be viewed as forms of “experiential learning.”  In order to choose which options to take and when, it helps to think a bit about what experiential learning provides you as a student that more traditional socratic, lecture, or class discussion classroom opportunities may not.  The benefits of experiential learning can be summarized as “Passion, Context, and Lawyering Skills.”  

(  Passion.  Depending on your reasons for coming to law school and your learning style, you may find that experiential learning nourishes the passions that brought you to law school (one dictionary definition of passion is “boundless enthusiasm”).  These passions might include pride in craft, love of helping people, and a passion for justice or the underdog.  

(  Context.  Experiential learning can also provide a context for the doctrinal knowledge you are learning in your other courses by giving you exposure to the many tasks lawyers perform and the ways they use legal doctrine as they go about those tasks. Because experiential learning provides an opportunity to integrate and apply the legal knowledge you have already, it may help you retain more of what you learn in your traditional courses.  People tend to remember information that they have used for problem solving, better than information they have learned for an exam. 

(  Lawyering Skills.  In addition, experiential learning often provides an opportunity to learn and practice a range of lawyering skills, whether interviewing, negotiating, trial or appellate advocacy skills, or writing.

Differences Among Clinics, Externships, and Simulations 
in Opportunities for Passion, Context and Lawyering Skills
Passion.  The most obvious difference between clinics and externships, as opposed to simulation-based skills courses like trial advocacy, is that clinics and externships are for real.  Reality can be scary and overwhelming at times, but many students also find it highly engaging and motivating.  For nourishing your passions, you may find that a clinic or externship is better than a simulation course.  If you are particularly inspired by direct client contact, you will get that in all clinics, and some, but not all, externships.

Context.  An externship allows you to see how lawyers and legal organizations put law in action for their client.  In many externships, your work will consist primarily of library research and memo writing.  Such externships targeted at a particular subject matter of interest to you can be a good way of providing context for the related doctrinal learning. In both clinics and simulation courses, as well as some externships, you will perform a range of lawyering tasks that will give you a sense of how doctrinal learning relates to the tasks lawyers typically perform.  

Lawyering Skills.   Simulation courses, such as Interviewing and Counseling, Negotiation, or Trial Advocacy, are focused specifically on teaching a discrete set of lawyering skills.   Precisely because they are not real, they can provide a manageable introduction to complex skills and an opportunity to study a particular skill in greater detail.  On the other hand some students can’t get past the fact that simulations are “just pretend” and even students who are engaged by simulations find that real cases require fact development that may be lacking in a simulation.  Each clinic focuses primarily on certain lawyering skills, but a clinic cannot spend as much time as a simulation course on any given skill. (The Mediation Clinic is an exception.  In that clinic a single set of skills is extensively taught far more deeply than in a comparable simulation course.)  A clinic can provide an opportunity to see the interrelationships among different skills, and to apply the skills in a real-life context that doesn’t involve pre-packaged facts.  Most externships do not explicitly teach lawyering skills, except through observation and learning by doing.

The Public Service Requirement:

How do I know whether to choose a clinic or an externship?

The Public Service Requirement can be satisfied either by enrolling in one of the law school’s ten clinics, the Street Law Course, or by participating in an externship.   Many students, of course, do both a clinic and an externship.  But why choose one over the other?

A very attractive component of clinics is that students “first chair” cases. This means that students assume the lawyer’s role, taking primary responsibility for representing the client or mediating a case.  In addition, students receive extensive classroom and simulation-based training for their work before they see their first client.  Clinic supervisors help the students develop the strategy for the case and provide intensive supervision.  This experience provides a great transition from legal studies to law practice.

All externships provide an opportunity to learn through doing, and some provide extensive training and skill development.  Some externships are primarily focused on legal research and writing, and provide an opportunity to hone those skills.  In others the student is able to “first chair” cases, taking primary responsibility for representing the client’s interests.  The externship field supervisor helps the student strategize and can provide intensive supervision to insure the student’s success. All externships have field and faculty advisors who are available to offer professional insights into skill development.

Externships provide two opportunities not present in the clinics that operate out of the Gates Hall (that covers all the clinics except Disability Law and Refugee and Immigrant Advocacy).  In externships, as well as the off-site clinics, students work at a public agency and see first hand the hurley-burley of legal practice in a less controlled environment.  Occasionally a successful externship can lead directly to an employment opportunity.  Clinic faculty act as mentors, introduce students to attorneys who practice in the clinic’s substantive area, provide leads for jobs, and write recommendations, but they don’t have permanent jobs to offer. In addition, externships can be developed for almost any subject matter, legal setting and location.  While the law school’s ten clinics cover a wide-range of subject matter areas and lawyering skills, and many of the skills learned are transferable among different legal settings, the range of possibilities is fixed.

Timing for Clinics and Externships

What is the Best Time to Do a Clinic?

That depends on your goal.  One theory is that you should take substantive and simulation-based skills courses in your second year, and represent clients in a clinic in the third year, when you have more knowledge and skills.  Sounds logical.  Another theory, however, is that you should take a clinic as early as possible, because a clinic may engage and motivate you, i.e. nourish the passion, especially if you have found your legal education alienating.  I personally found my clinic experience in the fall of my second year critical for surviving law school.

What is the Best Time to Do an Externship?

Again, that depends on your goal.  Externships are available beginning the summer after your first year.  Many students pursue externship opportunities at this time in order to put their first-year legal education in context and expose themselves to real world lawyering. 

However, many students volunteer or have other opportunities their first summer and reserve their fifteen externship credits to use during their second or third years.  Second and third year students are able to use their externship credits at any time.  Some use an externship to test a particular area in which they think they would like to find employment.  Others do an externship toward the end of their third year when they are ready for a something different in their education.

The Public Service Requirement

All University of Washington Law School students are required to meet the Law School’s Public Service Requirement.  This can be done by successfully completing a clinic course, the Street Law course, or doing an externship for a minimum of sixty hours (two credits).  Most students perform significantly more than the minimum sixty hours.  Clinic credits are not subject to a maximum;  up to 450 hours (fifteen credits) are available in externship credits.
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