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“ Even a simple clerical error may 
have extreme consequences.”  
– Jade Totman ’08

local veterans seeking disability 
benefits can now get help, free of charge, 

from law students. Duke and University of 
north carolina law student volunteers held 
a clinic at Duke law school on april 4 to 
review veterans’ military and medical docu-
ments and assist them in completing their 
initial disability applications.

third-year Duke law students Jade 
totman and chris Dodrill — veterans them-
selves — have worked for the past two years 
to establish the veteran’s assistance Project 
at Duke. they have been assisted by attor-
neys Murray c. “tripp” Greason III and tim 
Mcclain of Womble carlyle sandridge & 
rice, as well as student volunteers at Duke 
and Unc law schools.

totman, a West Point graduate and for-
mer army captain who was deployed to Iraq 
during five years of active service, said he 
and Dodrill hoped to develop a program that 
would give something back to veterans and 
share some of their knowledge and experi-
ence as veterans.

“We hope to assist vets in receiving, ear-
lier, the benefits they’re entitled to,” he said. 
“a significant population of disadvantaged 
veterans exists, and it’s fantastic that students 
have expressed an interest in assisting them.” 

Disability claims that have not been 
processed or have been processed incor-
rectly are common, said totman. “some 
just require amendments to their military 
records — it may be as simple as updating 
records [to reflect] the awards that veterans 
received, or the dates that they served,” he 
said. “If the military has inaccurately report-
ed [this information], it may not process 
you with groups of those who are entitled to 
certain benefits. even a simple clerical error 
may have extreme consequences.”

veterans often need help pulling together 
“massive amounts of documentation,” said 
Dodrill, a graduate of the U.s. naval academy 
who served as a lieutenant in the navy. “this 
can be especially tough for people who served 
in vietnam and Korea, whose records are now 
sitting in a warehouse somewhere.

New pro bono program to help vets obtain benefits
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Pro Bono Numbers
(statistics for 2006-07 academic year)

368  
StudentS enrolled 

in 576 pro bono 
placements

8,034
HourS of  

pro bono service 
reported

46
StudentS honored 
for more than 25 
hours of service

42
StudentS honored 

for more than  
50 hours of service

15
Students honored 
for more than 100 
hours of service

42
recipientS of the 

outstanding Leadership  
Award for public interest 

activities

106
Members of the class of 

2007 who fulfilled  
the pro Bono pledge (more 

than 50 hours of  
service during their three 

years at duke Law)

8,373
Hours of pro bono service 
completed by the class 

of 2007 during their three 
years at duke Law

10,795
Additional hours of service 
to clinics reported by the 

class of 2007
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still insPireD

PeoPle asK Me how I can remain inspired after doing some 
of the same work for almost 17 years. I must confess that there 
are days when I feel like I have done the same job for too long. 
But every time I feel that way, a student will tell me an extraor-
dinary story about the work he or she is doing, and I get chills 
thinking about how lives have changed — both for the person 
receiving our student’s services as well as for the student. I am 
privileged to hear these stories almost daily, and I am privileged 
to work with some of the smartest, most compassionate people 

that anyone could hope to know.
 I have felt this way about Duke law students since I came here in 1991 to start the 

Pro Bono Project. at that time, we had fewer structures in place to help public interest-
focused students connect to each other. one would come into my office and say, “I’m 
not like these other people.” then another would come in and say the same thing. after 
a while, I could tell them, “Yes, you are like a lot of your fellow students.” 

today, our students are connected to each other and to a wonderful network of sup-
portive alumni. the public interest community at Duke law is broad and inclusive: 

“Dukies” are carrying forward their commitment and making a difference in myriad 
ways, whether through public interest careers, pro bono work at their firms, or financial 
support of public interest programs. and more and more of our students are taking 
advantage of clinical, public interest, and pro bono work as they develop the skills they’ll 
use as attorneys, regardless of their chosen career path. 

Many of this newsletter’s stories attest to the growth of our programs. You’ll read that 
Duke law awarded $143,010 in summer grants to 39 students in summer 2007 — com-
pare that to the $12,000 we offered to 18 students in summer 1998. a record 125 mem-
bers of the class of 2008 fulfilled the Pro Bono Pledge, compared to 26 graduates from 
the class of 2004, the first class to sign the pledge. Forty-two students participated in the 
southern Justice spring Break trip this year, compared to four students during the trip’s 
inaugural year in 2003. More than 90 people signed up for the overnight Public Interest 
retreat — a new record for attendance. these are just a few examples; there are many 
more ‘firsts’ and ‘records’ that I could report. In some ways, though, these incredible 
achievements are not so much new as they are part of a grand tradition at Duke law — 
students working hard to leave this school and the community in a better place than they 
found it, and graduates coming together to support the effort.

 at a celebration for those returning from this year’s alternative spring break, stu-
dents talked about the joy that they experienced working with hurricane survivors, doing 
research that was used by a renowned public interest lawyer to better prison conditions 
for a mentally ill prisoner in Georgia, and researching and investigating possible changes 
in policies to reduce the infant mortality rate in Mississippi. students are learning the 
best of what it means to be a lawyer through these experiences. 

so, yes, I continue to be inspired, and I can see no end to the growth of public inter-
est and pro bono at Duke law and the contributions of our graduates. We are grateful to 
all of you who have helped to build this program, and we welcome the class of 2011 to 
join this tradition of lawyers and public service.
 
sincerely,
 

 
carol spruill
associate Dean for Public Interest and Pro Bono
and senior lecturing Fellow

“our hope is that this project will take 
root with some first- and second-year law 
students who are interested in carrying 
these efforts forward, making it an ongo-
ing pro bono program at Duke,” Dodrill 
said. Indeed, Marine lt. Jacob Warren ’09 
will take over leadership of the program in 
the next academic year.

Greason, pro bono director for Womble 
carlyle in Winston-salem, welcomes stu-
dent efforts, saying there is “a huge, acute 
need” for the service.

“the population of veterans in our coun-
try is now more than 25 million,” he says. 
“Men and women in the va and veterans 
service organizations are great and good 
and competent to help our vets, but there 
are just not enough of them to go around.” 
Few veterans can hire an attorney to help 
them, he added, due to a reconstruction-
era statute that limits attorney compensa-
tion to $10 at the application stage.

“all evidence shows that when people 
in the legal community do pro bono work 
to assist veterans at the start, it improves 
their chances of a favorable decision,” said 
Mcclain, a former member of the navy 
Judge advocate corps and vietnam vet-
eran, now based in Washington, D.c. He 
likened the filing process to that involved 
with Worker’s compensation claims, citing 
an average processing time of 125 days in 
north carolina. 

veterans Mcclain, Dodrill, and totman 
are pleased to see students from non-military 
backgrounds participating in the project. 
“this is important to all of us because we’re 
assisting service people whose illnesses, 
injuries, or disabilities were received during 
active duty service to our country,” Mcclain 
said. “especially for the many homeless vets, 
it can be life-changing.”

“We ask our military to sacrifice their 
lives, bodies, and health, and then when 
they’re done, it seems the system makes 
it hard for them to get compensated for it. 
It’s an unfair paradox,” Dodrill added.

Duke’s april 4 veteran’s assistance clinic 
coincided with a statewide legal service 
day sponsored by the north carolina Bar 
association as part of its “4all” program. 
spearheaded by President Janet Ward Black 
— a 1985 Duke law graduate — “4all” 
aims to expand legal services to under-
served communities. d — Debbie Selinsky

VeterAns (continued)

For more information on Public 
Interest and Pro Bono at Duke 
Law School, please contact:

Carol Spruill
Associate Dean for Public Interest and 
Pro Bono and Senior Lecturing Fellow
spruill@law.duke.edu
919.613.7130

Kim Burrucker
Director of Public Interest and Pro Bono
burrucker@law.duke.edu
919.613.7008
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EMILIA BESkIND ’08 RECEIvES  
PRETTyMAN FELLowShIP

WHen eMIlIa BesKInD ’08 taught in public school in 
new orleans, she saw some of her sixth-grade students 

and their families get in trouble with the law. as their cases 
proceeded, “they were getting completely lost in the court sys-
tem,” she recalls.

Beskind already had decided on law school, but the teaching 
experience “solidified the idea that I was going to be a public 
defender,” she says.

she’ll begin to realize that goal this fall, when she starts 
a two-year program as a Prettyman Fellow at Georgetown 
University law center. the fellowship will provide about 
$150,000 in stipend, tuition, and fees as Beskind pursues her 
llM in advocacy. During the first year of the fellowship, she’ll 
work as a public defender in criminal courts in Washington, 
D.c. the next year, she’ll reduce her caseload and supervise stu-
dents in the law school’s criminal clinic. 

“I really care about indigent defense. It’s why I went to law 
school,” Beskind says. “It’s not something a lot of people want 
to do, but it’s a really important thing for some people to do. It’s 
important that everyone gets a fair trial.”

Beskind says her experiences at Duke law have helped her 
prepare for work she’ll do at Georgetown. as a second-year 
law student, she ran the statewide Innocence Project for Duke, 
assessing and investigating claims of innocence from convicted 
felons in north carolina. “Duke’s pro bono program has been 
fantastic,” Beskind says. 

“Duke was a huge advantage for me” in getting the fellow-
ship, she adds. Faculty members erwin chemerinsky and 
James coleman helped prepare her for indigent defense cases. 

“I feel good because I care about what I’m doing. But I like 
the work itself,” Beskind says. “I particularly like being there if 
I feel I’m there for a good cause.” d  Jess Clarke

Fellowship recipients commit to public interest
LEAh NIChoLLS ’07 RECEIvES SuPREME CouRT 
ASSISTANCE PRoJECT FELLowShIP

leaH nIcHolls’ FIrst exPerIences WItH laWYers 
involved efforts to obtain special education programs for her sis-

ter. Her parents at times had to push schools to provide the support 
and education to which her sister was legally entitled. In some cases 
they hired a lawyer, and then “things got so much easier,” nicholls, a 
2007 Duke law graduate, recalls. “My sister benefited immensely.”

 she was impressed by “the impact hiring a lawyer for even such 
a short time could have,” she says.

nicholls will have an opportunity to make an impact herself 
as she pursues public interest law. thanks to a supreme court 
assistance Project Fellowship, she will begin work at the Public 
citizen litigation Group in Washington, D.c., in august.

the litigation group, part of the nonprofit advocacy organiza-
tion Public citizen, focuses on consumer rights, open government, 
health and safety regulations, and the First amendment. as a fel-
low, nicholls, who now clerks for a justice of the supreme court 
of texas, will evaluate U.s. supreme court petitions for certiori to 
determine which cases Public citizen might be interested in; she’ll 
also serve as the contact person for any resulting aid. 

“It seems like a really good combination of all the disparate 
things I like about legal work,” says nicholls, who plans to stay in 
Washington after her fellowship ends to pursue work in civil rights 
or international human rights. “I went to law school to do public 
interest legal work. this is fulfilling my dream in that sense.”

 nicholls says her work with Duke law’s Guantanamo Defense 
clinic and children’s law clinic helped solidify her commitment to 
public interest work. she particularly credits associate Dean carol 
spruill for creating an environment that supports public interest. 
“she really seeks to inspire and make possible opportunities for pub-
lic interest work for law students,” nicholls says. d  Jess Clarke
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DUKe laW scHool’s volUnteer IncoMe tax assistance 
(vIta) program has become one of the law school’s largest pro 

bono programs in recent years, providing much-needed assistance 
to more than 200 Durham residents in 2007 and returning to them 
more than $236,000 in federal refunds, $20,000 in state refunds, 
and $45,000 in earned income credit for taxes filed for 2006.

vIta sends out Irs-trained student volunteers into the com-
munity each spring, offering free tax-filing assistance to Durham 
residents who make less than $35,000 a year. In 2008, 30 students 
worked at several sites across Durham, including the Duke Federal 
credit Union, el centro Hispano, and e.K. Powe elementary 
school. Director of Public Interest and Pro Bono Kim Burrucker 
and assistant Dean of student affairs christopher Mclaughlin ’96 
supervise the program.

“everybody learns something different,” Burrucker says. “last 
year, we had a student who loved it so much that she could see her-
self doing taxes as a career — something completely different from 
what she came to Duke law to do.”

neither third-year student ramie o’neill, who has participated 
in vIta for three years, nor classmate Yaniv adar, a joint-degree 
student in Duke’s terry sanford Institute of Public Policy, plans a 
career in tax law. o’neill will work in corporate transactional law at 
K&l Gates in seattle following graduation, and adar is bound for a 
post at WilmerHale in Boston. 

“although I have no interest in practicing tax law, I am interested 
in helping the community,” says adar, a member of vIta’s execu-
tive committee. “vIta provides a relatively easy way to give back 
to the community in which I am a guest for four years, and I am 
thrilled to be a part of it.”

o’neill also finds satisfaction in what she calls “direct-impact” 
volunteering. “this is a practical way of volunteering — it’s not a 
problem that can’t be solved. at the end of the day, I can say, ‘today, 
I helped five people save hundreds of dollars.’” she also appreci-
ated vIta’s educational elements. “In law school, I knew I’d be so 
crunched for time that I wanted to do something in which I’d also 
learn,” she says.

vIta volunteers prepare returns on site with taxpayers and then 
submit them to vIta’s executive committee for review. Documents 
are transmitted electronically and accepted or rejected by the Irs 
within 24 hours.

“If a return is rejected, we find out why and fix it. at the Irs, 
a tax specialist is available to us at all times,” Burrucker says. “If 
it’s an unusual case, we all look at it — we don’t want to send our 
clients to a paid provider unless we have to.” Burrucker notes that 
vIta’s process becomes more streamlined and efficient each year. 

vIta also works to serve Durham’s growing latino commu-
nity. “We have volunteers who speak spanish and prepare taxes in 
spanish,” Burrucker says. “there are others who are willing to go 
simply as translators.” community organizations also provide trans-
lation services.

Mclaughlin, who has done pro bono work with the program 
since 2003, believes the ancillary skills students develop are essen-
tial to their development as attorneys. “the students helping to run 
our vIta effort develop organizational and teaching skills that will 
benefit them regardless of the area of law in which they eventually 
practice,” he says.

sites, schedules and other details about vIta are available at 
www.law.duke.edu/student/act/vita. d — Debbie Selinsky

vITA program grows to accommodate community needs
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AboVe: rAmie o’neill ’08 Assists A client in tHe Volunteer 
income tAx AssistAnce ProgrAm. inset: Director of Public 
interest AnD Pro bono Kim burrucKer ADVises o’neill.
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duke univerSity wiLL inveSt $1.25 MiLLion over 
the next five years to help the Law School establish 
a center devoted to promoting fairness in the crimi-
nal justice system and to training lawyers to fight 
against wrongful convictions.

the center will expand the Law School’s wrongful 
convictions clinic and the innocence project, which 
investigate cred ible claims of innocence made by con-
victed felons in north carolina and work to raise public 
awareness of systemic problems in the criminal justice 
system that can lead to wrongful convictions.

“the lacrosse case attracted a lot of pub licity, 
but is not the only case in which inno cent people 
have suffered harm through the state’s legal sys-
tem,” said professor James coleman, who led a 
university committee that examined the lacrosse 
team’s behav ior apart from the case, and who later 
was prominent in criticizing the actions of for mer 
durham district Attorney Mike nifong.

coleman and Associate dean theresa newman 
’88, who co-teach the wrongful convictions clinic and 
serve as fac ulty advisers to the student-led innocence 
project, are playing key roles in the develop ment of 
the new center. Both are leaders in criminal justice 
reform and serve on the north carolina chief Justice’s 
criminal Justice Study commission.

the center will expand the existing wrongful 
convictions clinic to include an undergraduate 

course on the causes and remedies for wrongful 
convictions, along with short courses taught by 
experts in areas such as forensic science, eyewit-
ness identifications, and false confessions. the work 
of the students in investigating prisoners’ claims 
of wrongful conviction will be guided by Law School 
experts and assisted pro bono by duke Law alumni 
and other lawyers.

An important mission of the center will be 
shaping a public policy initiative that examines 
issues relating to criminal justice and professional 
responsibility. coleman said that the associated 
faculty, students, and fellows will participate in 
efforts to reform the criminal justice system and 
work to pre vent wrongful convictions by means 
such as providing expert testimony in support of 
leg islative reforms, drafting model legislation, and 
filing amicus curiae briefs. the center also will offer 
summer and postgraduate fellowships for students 
and others and sponsor public educa tion programs.

“our criminal justice system is not perfect,” said 
dean david Levi. “it is subject to human error, mis-
conduct, and other distor tions of the truth-seeking 
process. A university law school like ours has a 
unique responsibility and opportunity to address 
such problems, to increase public awareness of 
them and to assist those who are wronged by flaws 
in the system.” d — Melinda Vaughn

•  len simon ’73 and candace carroll ’74 contributed $100,000 — which has been matched 
by duke university’s Financial Aid initiative — to the endowment they established in 1998 to support 
summer public interest fellowships, bringing the total to over $300,000. 

•  sarah Dadush ’04 and sohini chatterjee ’04 established an international 
development Summer Fellowship as part of the class Gift of 2004 and have been contributing to it 
ever since. For summer 2008, the fellowship has raised $8,335, including $3,035 in new gifts since 
July 1, 2007. other donors making significant gifts are merrill Hoopengardner ’04;  
emily su ’04; Su’s husband, xavier baker; and Baker’s law firm, Wiley, rein and 
fielding. twenty-two members of the class of 2004 have contributed to the fund. 

•  caitlyn fulghum ’98 and tom fulghum ’98, who are practicing public interest law 
in a two-attorney private law firm in durham, gave $3,000 to support a summer grant for work at the 
raleigh office of Legal Aid of north carolina.

•  christina greene Anzel ’03 and Josh Anzel ’03 sent piLF $1,000 on their first 
anniversary as a contribution in honor of their wedding guests; the gift represented the amount of 
money they didn’t spend on floral arrangements for the wedding reception. christina is a former piLF 
co-president, and both Josh and christina received piLF funds to work at the public defender’s office 
in San Francisco while they were students.

For more news about the people and organizations that support public interest at duke Law,  
visit www.law.duke.edu/publicinterest

New center to focus on criminal justice, 
professional responsibility

 
2007 Public 

interest grants
thirty-nine duke Law students received public 
interest fellowships totaling $143,010 for 
summer 2007. equal Justice works provided an 
additional $4,000 in supplemental fellowships 
through its Summer corps, and piLF awarded 
four $1,000 bar grants to graduating students 
working in public interest. these grants 
supported students working for the following 
organizations and government offices:

AcLu of Georgia

AcLu Foundation of Southern california, Los Angeles

AidS Legal project, duke Law School

Alaska public defender Agency

california Appellate project 

chicago Appleseed Fund for Justice

ciudadanos al dia, peru

children’s Law clinic, duke Law School

conservation council of north carolina

environmental defense, raleigh, n.c.

Greater Boston Legal Services

Hale & dorr Legal Services of Harvard university

Hamilton county public defender’s office,  

chattanooga, tenn.

institute for Justice, Arlington, va.

king county prosecuting Attorney’s office, Seattle, wash.

Lawyer’s committee for civil rights under Law

Legal Aid of north carolina

Middlesex county prosecutor’s office, n.J.

national wildlife Federation, Boulder, colo.

natural resources defense council, washington, d.c.

north carolina department of Justice

north carolina Justice center,  

immigrants Legal Assistance project

north carolina prisoner Legal Services

porter-north carolina department of Justice,  

Medicaid investigation Section

public knowledge, washington, d.c.

San Francisco city Attorney’s office

San Francisco unified School district, education pioneers

Sen. Joseph Biden, Senate Judiciary committee Staff

Southern environmental Law center, chapel Hill, n.c.

uniceF, ecuador 

uniceF peru in Social policy

u.S. department of Justice, civil division,  

commercial Litigation

u.S. department of Justice, civil division,  

environmental torts

u.S. department of Justice Honors program

u.S. department of Labor, civil rights division

u.S. Marine corps, Marine Judge Advocate 

women’s Law project, philadelphia, pa.

the women’s Legal centre, cape town, South Africa

in Appreciation 
A sampling of gifts that continue to support public interest and pro bono at Duke Law
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For one week in MArcH, 42 duke Law students 
descended on six different locations across the 
southeast as part of the annual Southern Justice 
Spring Break trip. their work was as varied as 
their geographic locations: Hurricane katrina relief 
in new orleans and coastal Mississippi; prison-
ers’ rights issues in Jackson, Miss.; legal aid and 
poverty law in whitesburg, ky.; coal mining issues 
concerning both employees and the environment 
in prestonsburg, ky.; and human rights issues in 
Atlanta, Ga.

trip organizers emily Jura ’08, Mike kaplan ’09, 
and Matt Lipsky ’09 worked with organizations in 
each location to secure housing and assign place-
ments for the week, recruited students for the trip, 
and led the group’s fundraising efforts to help 
offset costs. 

Lipsky said that his first spring break trip to 
new orleans was his favorite experience in law 
school thus far and led him to help organize this 
year’s trip. “Last year we did some house-gutting, 
which was perfect for right after the appellate 
brief,” Lipsky said.

 this year, both Lipsky and kaplan worked with 
Habitat for Humanity in new orleans. Jura spent her 
third spring break working with the Mississippi center 
for Justice in Biloxi, assisting in organizing community 
protests of a new port being built with funds allocated 
for aid to victims of Hurricane katrina.

“this trip reminds you why you came to law 
school,” kaplan said. “And it focuses and rejuve-
nates you in a way that a trip to cancun will not.”

the students’ work was appreciated. Jason 
pollan, the pfizer Health Law Fellow at the 
Mississippi center for Justice, wrote a letter thank-
ing the Law School for its support of the spring 
break trip. pollan worked with Benjamin douglas 
’10 and LLM student Frances eberhard ’08 and 
wrote that they were “nimble and thoughtful in 
dealing with several unconventional assignments.

“we here at the center have been working to 
end a terrible set of bureaucratic hurdles targeting 
poor children receiving Medicaid in Mississippi,” 
pollan wrote. “these policies have directly resulted 
in unhealthy children and a spike in infant mortality. 
Frances and Benjamin were able to quickly integrate 
themselves into the work we are doing here in a way 
that has already yielded immediate results. it cannot 
be overemphasized that the work they have done will, 
in some way, have helped to save the health and, for 
some, the life of more than one child in Mississippi.” 

 Lauren Bartlett, staff attorney with the 
Louisiana Justice institute, also wrote a letter of 
thanks to the Law School. “i hope you continue to 
lend support and encourage law students to come to 
the Gulf coast during breaks and over their summer 
vacations,” she wrote. “we continue to struggle to 
rebuild and renew new orleans, and we will continue 
to welcome your volunteers with wide open arms.”

this year’s trip was sponsored by McGuire woods, 
white & case, Seyfarth Shaw, and duke Law’s office 
of public interest and pro Bono, office of Student 
Affairs, and career and professional development 
center. d Photos courtesy of Matt Lipsky

helping 
immigrants 
it didn’t tAke LonG for Amanda Mcrae ’09 to make 
her mark on duke Law School. An Americorps viStA 
member working at the immigrant Law center of 
Minnesota the year before she came to duke, Mcrae 
helped develop the curriculum for an immigration 
education project and often gave presentations 
based on the material. Before coming to duke, 
she researched the immigration situation in north 
carolina and found that the state has the fastest-
growing immigrant population in the country. So, 
on her second day of law school, Mcrae visited the 
public interest and pro Bono office to ask if the Law 
School did any immigration education work and, if 
not, could she start something?

“i wrote a proposal, and a few weeks later i was 
at the public interest and pro Bono kick-off, giving a 
presentation about my project,” Mcrae says. the duke 
Law immigration education 
project is now in its second 
year of operation and expe-
riencing increasing interest 
from students as it serves a 
very tangible need in durham 
and neighboring communities. 

Students involved in the 
project visit english as a 
Second Language (eSL) classes at area schools and 
community colleges to give hour-long presentations 
focusing on immigration law and civil rights issues.

“we try to cover a broad range of issues in an 
hour, but a lot of them are really new to the popula-
tion here,” Mcrae says. “First, we try to give them 
the basics of immigration. where do you go to apply 
for visas? what do the immigration and customs 
enforcement people look like? what are the different 
kinds of immigrants and what are the differences? 
How do people get green cards and how do you 
become a citizen once you get a green card?” 

the presenters also discuss the risks of deporta-
tion and the rights immigrants have, including the 
right to emergency medical care, the right to go to 
public schools and be safe while they are there, and 
what immigrants can and should do if they become 
a victim of crime.

Mcrae, who worked in the AidS clinic last sum-
mer and plans to travel to nepal this summer to work 
with a nonprofit human rights organization, sees her 
efforts with the immigration education project as a 
springboard for a career in international human rights 
law. “the immigration piece just fits in as a part of 
public interest work and as a way to meet people from 
all over the place who have very interesting stories,” 
she says. d — Tanya Wheeler-Berliner

Spring break for Southern justice 
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tHe duke LAw BoArd of public interest and pro Bono won the north carolina 
Bar Association’s 2007 outstanding Law Student pro Bono project Award, which 
annually recognizes a law student group for an excellent pro bono project. 

established in 2002 as part of the Law School’s effort to emphasize the 
values of leadership and service as outlined in the duke Blueprint, the public 
interest and pro Bono Board is made up of a group of 50 students, all of whom 
assume leadership of a pro bono project or public interest activity, support each 
other on projects, and generally advise the work of the office of public interest 
and pro Bono. Board member kristina Johnson ’08 assisted in nominating the 
board and in the effort to recognize the Law School’s various pro bono groups.

in 2006-07, students led a record number of pro bono groups, including 10 
new ones: teen court, the duke Law Hurricane relief project, duke organizing, 
the duke death penalty project, the duke Law immigration education project, 
the duke consumer Law project, Legal Assistance for non-english Speakers, a 

duke civil Liberties group, the Hispanic intoxilyzer rights project, and Students 
Advocating Felony Murder reform. 

in 2007-08, students established nine new programs: the veteran’s pro Bono 
project, a children’s Special education project, a Foreclosure prevention project, 
a Land-Loss partition project, a Mediation project, an investigative Journalism 
project, an international Justice network project, an AcLu Felony Murder reform 
project, and a Legal Aid volunteers group.

other active student groups in recent years include the innocence project, 
volunteer income tax Assistance, Guardian Ad Litem (GAL), the GAL Litigation 
project, the domestic violence and Sexual Assault Advocacy project, the refugee 
Asylum Support project, Street Law, and the Southern Justice Spring Break trip. 
in addition, students lead the public interest retreat planning committee, the 
Faculty Lives in public Service Series, the women Judges Forum, and many other 
events and activities. d

Duke’s Appellate Litigation Clinic 
notches a win in Fourth Circuit
tHe AppeLLAte LitiGAtion cLinic scored a vic-
tory in its first case in the united States court of 
Appeals for the Fourth circuit, Lyons v. Weisner. 
in September, the court issued a writ of habeas 
corpus for the clinic’s client, carl e. Lyons, 
who was serving a 30-year sentence in a north 
carolina prison for kidnapping and forcible rape. 
the judges found Lyons’ sentence unconstitu-
tional in light of the Supreme court’s 2004 ruling 
in Blakely v. Washington.

the case was briefed by students in the clinic’s 
inaugural class, 2007 graduates Matthew Howell, 
christopher Montville, Anastasia wade, tina duan, 
and christopher Murray. Murray argued the case 
before the Fourth circuit on Jan. 30, 2007. 

third-year law student Leeann rosnick argued 
a separate case before the Fourth circuit last 
fall. in that case, United States v. Weymouth, the 
defendant had pleaded guilty based on incorrect 
advice from his lawyer about the possible sen-
tence and was sentenced based on information 
that the government had promised in the plea 
agreement to not use against him. the court ruled 
against the clinic’s client, but rosnick said the 
experience was worthwhile. 

“the judges in the Fourth circuit came off the 
bench after the argument to shake the counsels’ 
hands, and everyone was very complimentary,” 
rosnick says. “one even said that i could go back 
and tell my client that he had received excellent 
representation. that was nice to hear. it validated 
all of the work and all of the stress.” d

Duke Law students, faculty, 
celebrate NC man’s exoneration
wHen dwAyne dAiL GAined HiS FreedoM in 
August 2007, students in duke Law’s wrongful 
convictions clinic and innocence project had 
reason to celebrate. over a six-year period, duke 
Law students had worked with the north carolina 
center on Actual innocence and innocence 
projects around the state to gain dail’s release. 

dail’s conviction for the 1989 rape of a 
12-year-old girl was set aside by a wayne county 
superior court judge after newly discovered dnA 
evidence cleared him of the crime. dail had 
served more than 18 years in prison.

“cases like this one give hope not only to 
those who have suffered the injustice of a wrong-
ful conviction, but also to their allies, including 
all the students who toil relentlessly for another’s 
freedom,” said Jeff ward ’08, president of the 
student-run innocence project and a student in 
the wrongful convictions clinic. “i also think 
this case and the media attention it receives 
can serve to push north carolina law in the 
right direction. when people see that the theft of 
18 years of Mr. dail’s freedom could have been 
avoided by simple improvements to the rules that 
regulate preservation of evidence, i hope they 
will support legislative changes that accomplish 
these and similar ends.” d

Clinic helps launch medical-legal 
partnership for children
tHe cHiLdren’S LAw cLinic has broadened its 
focus with an initiative that involves pediatricians 
and other medical personnel in identifying legal 
issues that may be impeding children’s health and 
well-being. partners in the effort include Legal Aid 
of north carolina, duke primary care for children, 
and Lincoln community Health center in durham.

“there is a lot of data that indicate children 
living in poverty, without access to habitable 
housing, health insurance, sufficient nutrition, 
and stable families, have poorer outcomes than 
children who don’t face those issues. using legal 
remedies to ameliorate some of those problems 
can be immensely beneficial to the affected 
children,” says clinical professor Jane wettach, 
director of the children’s Law clinic.

wettach and lawyers from Legal Aid of north 
carolina have trained pediatricians and other 
clinicians at partnering medical practices to 
identify the social and legal issues that may 
be affecting their young patients and have set 
up a system to refer appropriate issues to the 
law student-staffed clinic or to Legal Aid. under 
faculty supervision, duke Law students handle 
issues relating to education — the clinic’s long-
time area of focus and expertise — and handle 
some public benefits issues. 

“the partnership offers a wonderful opportunity 
to work together to prevent negative health and 
psychosocial outcomes for the children of our com-
munity,” says dr. Barbara k. walter, clinical coordi-
nator of the duke children’s primary care Behavior, 
development, and Mental Health team. d

Duke Law’s Public Interest and Pro Bono Board wins N.C. Bar Award
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By Amber Jordan ’10

martIn eaKes BeGan with an idea 
and $77, working out of the back of 

a truck. today, his organization, self-Help, 
provides loans for homeownership and 
small businesses to those who would not 
qualify for loans from a standard lending 
institution. the nonprofit has made more 
than $700 million in home loans to 11,000 
low-income borrowers but has never had an 
operating loss  and boasts a loan-loss rate 
of less than 0.5 percent. 

as the keynote speaker for Duke law’s 
annual public interest retreat attended by 

more than 90 students, alumni, faculty, and 
staff, eakes discussed predatory lending and 
home ownership and their relationships 
to poverty and race. He described how 
homeownership allows low-income families 
to enter the middle class, how the average 
black family has one-tenth the net worth 
of the average white family (according to a 
1990 census), and how expensive it is to be 
poor in this country. He also talked about 
his career path and inspirations  how he 
was moved by the legal gains of the civil 
rights movement to turn those gains into 
economic advancements, how his mother 

“used to say that any person who has a 
vision to see a problem has the duty to help 
solve it,” and how he caps his income at 
$69,000 a year.

I asked him about what advice he could 
offer to students who were considering 
taking, like him, a more difficult path; I was 
surprised when he told me that he never 
felt his path was a difficult one. to love what 
you do, to be successful at it, to make such a 
difference, and to be content — these were 
the values eakes shared, even in his informal 
interactions with us, and these are the values 
that make him a truly inspiring leader. d

A true public interest super-hero
Martin Eakes inspires students with his commitment and creativity 
in helping low-income families buy homes

“whAT I Took AwAy FRoM MARTIN EAkES’ MANy 
INSIghTFuL AND INSPIRINg CoMMENTS wAS ThE 
IDEA oF A NEED FoR ‘EDuCATINg ThE hEART’ AND 
NoT JuST ThE INTELLECT whILE IN LAw SChooL. 
… EvERyoNE ADMITS ThAT PuBLIC INTEREST AND 
PRo BoNo ACTIvITIES ARE gooD FoR DEvELoPINg 
A PERSPECTIvE oN ouR STuDIES, gAININg SoME 
EMoTIoNAL FuLFILLMENT, DEvELoPINg hANDS-oN 
LEgAL SkILLS, AND DEvELoPINg A STRoNg AND 
wELL-RouNDED RECoRD FoR JoB APPLICATIoNS. 
I uNDERSTooD MARTIN EAkES AS MAkINg A 
DISTINCT AND MoRE IMPoRTANT PoINT: ThAT 
PuBLIC SERvICE IS ITSELF FuNDAMENTAL To ouR 
EDuCATIoN AS FuTuRE LAwyERS — PERhAPS EvEN 
ThE CoRE ITSELF.” — Brian Rabinovitz ’10

“ThE MoST REMARkABLE ThINg ABouT MR. EAkES wAS hIS SENSE oF huMILITy. hE REMINDS uS ALL ThAT wE MuST 
MAINTAIN A huMBLE SENSE oF gRATITuDE FoR ThE gIFTS wE hAvE BEEN gIvEN AND uSED ThE woRD ‘SERvITuDE’ RAThER 
ThAN ‘SERvICE’ To DESCRIBE ThE NATuRE oF hIS woRk wITh ThE CoMMuNITy. INDEED, woRkINg AS voLuNTEERS AND 
PuBLIC INTEREST ATToRNEyS, wE wILL BE SERvANTS To ThoSE who NEED ouR hELP. I wILL TAkE ThE LESSoN oF ThIS 
PERSPECTIvE wITh ME LoNg AFTER I gRADuATE.” — Michael Pusateri ’08

“MARTIN EAkES IS A STRoNg TESTAMENT To ThE FACT ThAT PuBLIC INTEREST LAw CAN CoNTINuE To INSPIRE you AND PuLL 
AT you FoR DECADES. hE SEEMS JuST AS CoMMITTED ToDAy AS hE MuST hAvE BEEN 25 yEARS Ago, whICh wAS PERhAPS ThE 
MoST INSPIRINg PART oF hIS whoLE PRESENCE.”  Gabriela McQuade ’10

Public iNterest retreAt 2008
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By Jennifer Price ’10
MoSt oF tHe peopLe i sit next 
to every day in my 8:45 a.m. 
constitutional Law class did not 
come to law school for the free 
pizza we get at lunchtime talks 
and meetings. i know i didn’t. 
Many of us also did not come to law school to work 
for a large firm or private corporation; i came here to 
be an advocate for hope and change for the public 
good. unfortunately, it’s a lot easier to remember 
how good sushi tastes when you’re faced with yet 
another slice of pepperoni than it is to maintain a 
focus on public interest law when surrounded by 
signing bonuses and exciting, big-name clients.

duke Law’s 10th Annual public interest retreat 
brought more than 90 students, alumni, faculty, 
and staff together for 24 hours to remind us why 
we came to law school in the first place. nestled 
among the trees of the new Hope campground and 
surrounded by farmland, it was hard to believe we 
were only 15 minutes away from duke. i think we 
needed even that little distance, though, to step 
back from the worries and details of law school and 
gain a broader perspective, one that looked back to 
the “whys” that brought us here and forward to the 
“hows” that would carry us away. 

the theme of this year’s retreat, “everyday 
Superheroes: the power of public interest 
Lawyering,” reflected some of the difficulties of 
working in public interest along with the joys. Five 
amazing alumni speakers were there to testify to 
both the sacrifices and the satisfactions of their own 
heroic feats: Amy pope ’01, Margaret Hu ’00, david 

esquival ’97, rodney Bullard ’01, and kim Bart ’02. 
on Friday night they gave brief overviews of their 
careers as, respectively, counsel to Sen. dianne 
Feinstein, attorney with the department of Justice’s 
civil rights division, corporate litigator with 
significant pro bono experience, special prosecutor 
and legislative liaison for the u.S. Air Force, and 
law clinic professor. Here were five individuals using 
their Jds for public service in five very different 
ways, giving me hope that i would actually be able 
to find a way to do the same.

the real superhero of the retreat gave Friday 
night’s keynote address: Martin eakes. Martin is the 
ceo and co-founder of Self-Help, a durham-based 
organization that focuses on community economic 
development, and one of the most inspirational 
speakers i’ve ever heard. As he described his life 
and his decision to start a nonprofit straight out of 
law school to make home and small business loans 
possible for low-income borrowers, the passion in his 
voice carried a powerful message. there was wisdom, 
sacrifice, humor, and even anger in his words. 

Maybe it was his eloquence that moved me, or 
the affection and respect he so clearly felt for the 
community he served, but i felt as though a puzzle 
piece i hadn’t realized was lost had just been found 
under a chair and tucked neatly back into place. 
renewed and motivated by the end of his speech, 
his audience erupted into a standing ovation before 
Martin could even collect his breath. And he stayed, 
long past the Q & A session and well into the small 
hours of the morning, answering detailed questions 
about the subprime mortgage crisis along with more 
general ones about personal financial stability in 

such a line of work. For Martin, badgering a bank 
president about unfair home loans and sleeping in 
his car are part and parcel of the same thing; his 
work and his life are inseparable. that was reminder 
aplenty about why we all had come to law school.

the next morning focused more on the “hows” 
of public interest lawyering, on channeling all the 
inspiration from the day before into practicalities. 
we broke into smaller sessions where each graduate 
was able to share the ins and outs of his or her 
own career, giving practical advice and constant 
encouragement. As i looked around one of those 
small groups i realized that this shared experience 
with like-minded students will serve as a bond 
and a reminder; perhaps when i’m working my way 
through oci this fall, it will be just a little easier 
to recall the public interest path i set out on when 
i see the others around me who have committed to 
the same. 

i’m still going to eat pizza when it’s handed 
to me. i may eventually even accept one of those 
signing bonuses. But i know that after attending the 
the public interest retreat, i will have a harder time 
forgetting the power of the education i’m receiving 
and the many ways i can use it to be a force for 
good and justice in the world. d

Jennifer Price is a first-year law student at Duke. A 
native of Taylors, S.C., she holds a bachelor’s degree 
in political science and Spanish from the University 
of South Carolina at Columbia. At Duke Law, she has 
participated in the Public Interest Retreat Planning 
Committee and the Innocence Project and volunteered 
at the North Carolina Therapeutic Riding Center. 

A first-year law student reflects on the 10th Annual Duke Law Public Interest Retreat
This is why I came to law school

AboVe: PAnelists sPeAK to 
stuDents At tHe 10tH AnnuAl 
DuKe lAW Public interest retreAt.  
left: stuDents Jeffrey WArD '09 
AnD Jennifer mA '09 leD tHis 
yeAr's Public interest retreAt 
PlAnning committee.
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HavInG MaJoreD in criminal psy-
chology at Purdue University before 

coming to Duke, Kendra Montgomery-Blinn 
always knew her interest lay in criminal 
law. she signed on as an Innocence Project 
volunteer in her first week of law school, 
taking on the investigation of a case that she 
carried throughout her three years at Duke. 
“as a lawyer, I ‘cut my teeth’ on innocence 
issues,” she says, recalling numerous con-
versations she had with Professor James 
coleman and theresa newman, faculty 
directors of the Innocence Project.

“We took a lot of car trips to see inmates 
in prison and to interview witnesses, and all 
the while we’d talk about the justice system 
and how it needed to be improved,” says 
Montgomery-Blinn, who eventually became 
the Innocence Project’s student director. 
that early immersion shaped her approach 

to prosecution during four years as an assis-
tant district attorney in Durham county, 
she says. last spring, it helped her land 
her current job as executive director of the 
newly launched north carolina Innocence 
Inquiry commission, the nation’s first state 
agency devoted to the cause of innocence.

Montgomery-Blinn and her staff inves-
tigate plausible claims of actual innocence 
by individuals convicted of felonies in state 
courts. she then presents worthy claims to 
the eight commissioners — judges, pros-
ecution and defense attorneys, and repre-
sentatives from the law enforcement, legal, 
and broader communities — who decide 
whether the case should receive formal 
judicial review. 

“We do not advocate,” she says. “We 
try to find out what the truth is about a 
crime and a conviction, in order to achieve 
justice.” Montgomery-Blinn and her staff 
— an investigator and office manager — 
will acknowledge fresh evidence of guilt as 
well, she says. “the cases that come to us 
involve an element of doubt and we aim to 
put that doubt to rest. If we can resolve it 
by establishing the innocence or guilt of the 
convicted person, justice has been done.”

they are committed to doing “whatever 
needs to be done” on a given case, she says. 
subpoena power gives the commission the 
ability to make good on that promise. “our 
statute gives us standing to go to court to 
get an order seeking documentation or com-
pelling witnesses to testify. the student-run 
Innocence Projects do fabulous work, but 
sometimes hit brick walls in their cases. 
they’ll know there is information out there, 
but don’t have any standing to be granted 
access to it.” they also can’t take on cases 

that have been resolved by plea bargains, 
she adds. “there are a number of reasons 
an innocent person may plead guilty, and if 
new evidence surfaces we can look at it. so 
we really have a broad ability to investigate 
and hammer through those brick walls.”

Duke’s Innocence Project and those 
at other state law schools still have a key 
role to play in the commission’s work. 
except for cases referred to the commis-
sion by victims, law-enforcement officials, 
prosecutors, and judges, all of which stay 
with Montgomery-Blinn for review and 
investigation, the nonprofit north carolina 
center for actual Innocence undertakes 
initial screening of cases and, if warranted, 
assigns them to law students for review. 

“they summarize what was known at 
trial, review the court records and assemble 
other documentation, outline the innocence 
issues, and make suggestions for following 
them up,” says Montgomery-Blinn. Having 
received more than 240 claims of inno-
cence in the commission’s first six months 
of operation, she adds that the students’ 
assistance is essential. 

It’s also great training, she maintains. 
“these students are our future prosecutors, 
defense attorneys, and judges. they need 
to become aware of these issues. I was a far 
better assistant district attorney for having 
been aware of them.” serving justice and 
looking at innocence and serving justice 
and working in prosecution are two sides of 
the same coin, she observes. “You are just 
trying to get the truth.” 

Work with the commission is a bit like 
a homecoming — and the best possible 
kind, Montgomery-Blinn says. “Being part 
of a neutral fact-finding agency, I don’t 
represent the defense or the prosecution. 
I represent justice. We’re like the guardian 
ad litem for criminal law. It doesn’t get any 
better!” d — Frances Presma

Alumni Profile

Kendra Montgomery-Blinn ’03
Former Innocence Project director now heads  
North Carolina Innocence Inquiry Commission

the new north carolina innocence inquiry commission, which is being followed closely by other states 
considering similar agencies, arose as a result of a three-year inquiry into the prevalence of wrongful 
convictions initiated by former chief Justice i. Beverly Lake. duke Law professors and Associate deans 
James coleman and theresa newman were members of the chief justice’s commission, as was chris 
Mumma, legal counsel to the north carolina center on Actual innocence, which oversees innocence 
projects at state law schools. “these are all people who are at the front of the innocence movement,” 
according to Montgomery-Blinn, who calls them all friends and mentors from her years at duke Law.
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over tHe Years, FrIenDs anD 
colleaGUes have described 

nashville antitrust attorney David r. 
esquivel ’97 as “mild-mannered.”

that was before october 2005, when 
they watched him passionately argue a 
federal lawsuit on behalf of five salvadoran 
plaintiffs whose families were tortured and 
murdered under military rule in el salvador 
in the late 1970s and early ’80s. 

In the high-profile, pro bono civil case, 
esquivel successfully argued that col. 
nicolas carranza, a former vice minister of 
defense in el salvador who later retired to 
Memphis, tenn., and worked as a museum 
security guard, should be held responsible 
for failing to prevent his military’s torture 
and murders of the plaintiffs’ family mem-
bers, and for later failing to hold military 
officers accountable for the atrocities.

“I guess you could say I’m ‘mild- 
mannered’ — except when there’s a need 
not to be,” esquivel said recently in an 
interview from his office at Bass, Berry & 
sims in nashville. “there were times in 
that trial that didn’t call for ‘mild- 
mannered.’ You can’t accuse someone of 
killing tens of thousands of people and be 
easy-going about it.”

after three weeks of trial, the jury 
returned judgments against carranza for 
four of the plaintiffs; in the fifth case, the 
jury was split. the judge declared a mistrial 
and esquivel, with his client’s support, vol-
untarily dismissed the case. although the 
jury awarded the four plaintiffs $1.5 million 
each in compensatory and punitive damag-
es, they probably won’t receive any money.

“We knew from the beginning that the 
plaintiffs weren’t likely to get any money,” 
esquivel says. “so the most significant 
achievement was that the jury found 
carranza liable for crimes against human-
ity. It was significant to the trial team and 
to our clients, because it acknowledges that 
what happened to them in el salvador was 
part of widespread atrocities committed by 
the military against the civilian population. 
What happened with this case vindicated in 

a small way the brutality and violence that 
went well beyond these five people.”

Honored in 2006 as the tennessee 
Bar association’s Harris Gilbert Pro Bono 
attorney of the Year, esquivel only later real-
ized how gutsy it was for him, then a fourth-
year associate, to ask his 200-member firm 
to invest in a pro bono case that would 
require more than 1,800 hours of work 
over the course of two years and more than 
$100,000 in out-of-pocket costs to litigate. 
that’s not counting the 3,500 additional 
hours of time spent on the case by other 
Bass Berry attorneys, paralegals and staff, as 
well as the resources and time of attorneys 
at the center for Justice and accountability, 
the california-based nonprofit that asked 
esquivel to take the case.

esquivel had never even litigated a jury 
trial before. “I went to the head of the litiga-
tion department, who’s a wonderful lawyer 
and cares a great deal about community 
service, and said, ‘I’m fluent in spanish and 
have this opportunity to try a case involv-
ing a part of the world in which I’ve always 
been interested,’” said esquivel, whose 
parents fled castro’s cuba to come to the 
United states in 1960. “He immediately 
saw it as an opportunity to get involved and 
do the right thing.”

the experience of prosecuting the case 
was as overwhelming as it was exhilarating, 
esquivel says. “the truth is that it took me 
about nine months to absorb all that hap-
pened. to go from no jury trial experience 
to trying a case for three weeks in federal 
court as lead counsel, with international 
media attention and heads of countries 
weighing in on things, was pretty amaz-
ing,” he says. 

esquivel praised Bass Berry, which 
he describes as a “model public inter-
est firm,” and his wife, Katherine, also 
an attorney (and a former skadden 
Fellowship recipient working for legal 
aid), for the sacrifices they made on 
behalf of the cause. 

“Before I agreed to work on the case, 
Katherine and I made it a family com-

mitment,” he said. “We had a young 
child and were expecting a second, and I 
knew I would be flying to el salvador and 
california to interview witnesses and then 
litigating a lengthy trial, so sacrifices were 
necessary.”

Having since returned to the challenges 
of antitrust law  he and several colleagues 
are currently representing the new York 
stock exchange, which was ordered by 
the securities & exchange commission 
to employ its own independent regulatory 
auditor to help prevent widespread rules 
violations on the trading floor  esquivel 
says his pro bono work helped him mature 
both as a public servant and an attorney.

“this case gave me a chance to put 
together my skills as a lawyer. to use reli-
gious language, I’ve never felt more ‘called’ 
to anything in my life,” he says. “and my 
desire to take on a case like that was directly 
tied to what my parents taught me about 
the way governments ought to treat their 
citizens.” d — Debbie Selinsky

Alumni Profile

David Esquivel ’97
Pro bono case brings a measure of justice  
to El Salvadoran families 
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