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The Externship Experience: Teaching New Dogs New Tricks

By Captain Brian K. Carr, Washburn University School of Law

Its not enough to be a smart law student or a smart lawyer.
Law firms want lawyers who are not going to be a liability to the

Sfirm.!

— Former Florida Supreme Court Justice
Raoul G. Cantero III

their résumés and preparing cover letters to send to pro-

spective summer employers. It is a time of making dif-
ficult choices, taking risks, and predicting outcomes for their
summer opportunities. Unfortunately for most students,
lucrative summer employment opportunities will not be an
option this year.” However, the great variety of externships
offered by area law schools can be just as palatable to the ap-
petite of the ambitious law student,’ as well as to their future
employers.

Nationwide, the American Bar Association, employers, ed-
ucators, and students have been calling upon law schools to
produce attorneys who are better-prepared upon graduation
to practice law.* One way in which our area law schools have
responded to the demand for more skills training has been to
develop externship programs.’

An externship provides an excellent opportunity for a stu-
dent to participate in an unpaid legal position for academic
credit, while typically working under the supervision of a
licensed attorney. “Linking theory and practice, externships
provide experience ... and direct exposure to a legal work set-
ting.”® Law schools generally award externship credit for le-
gal work performed at nonprofit organizations, government
agencies, judicial offices, and in-house counsel at corpora-
tions, but not at private law firms.”

When hiring new attorneys, employers should consider ex-
ternship experiences as valuable as paid internships. A recent
law school graduate with externship experience provides the
firm with an attorney who is already experienced in many core
legal skills and without additional costs or liability. An extern-
ship opportunity encourages students to refine their legal skills
and to diversify their breadth of knowledge in other areas of
the law. For example, suppose that a law student accepts a
judicial externship. Besides expanding the student’s network,
a student would be directly responsible to the judge and law

l l‘or most new law students, January means dusting off
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clerks for the legal analysis, research, and writing that is pro-
duced. The student’s work arguably would have an immediate
impact on litigants and, in some small part, help shape our
bar today. This summer, I had the opportunity to work beside
military and civilian attorneys at the Staff Judge Advocate Of-
fice at Fort Riley. As the country’s oldest law firm, the U.S.
Army’s JAG Corps provided me unprecedented opportunities
to enhance my legal research and writing skills, while explor-
ing a wide range of legal issues.

In several ways, students may find that externships are ac-
tually superior to paid internships. For example, students
can choose to reduce their academic course loads by accept-
ing academic credit for their work. A load reduction allows a
student to accept another externship opportunity or a paid
internship, or to focus his or her skills, time, and resources on
fewer classes or more law school programs. The student may
also find that closer supervision by the attorneys in his or her
workplace and the availability of additional support from his
or her law school leads to an enhanced learning experience.

In conclusion, although many factors go into the deci-
sion to hire a new attorney, most law firms today are looking
for new hires who can bring to the table not just academic
achievement, but also varied experience, independence, pro-
fessional judgment, and professional behavior.® Law students
who participate in externship programs develop the critical
legal skills that employers want in new attorneys. The students
receive a valuable education and it does not cost the law firm

a single dollar. What a deal! m
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