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An Idea Whose Time Has Come
Reaching environmental justice clients online will broaden the base of law school  
clinics, improving lives at the same time as it improves legal education. An ABA  

task force is on the case, but are its recommendations sufficient to get the job done?

States have been trained using the casebook method, 
where students read and analyze appellate court deci-
sions before class, and the law professor, subsequently, 
engages them using the Socratic Method to distill the 
fundamental principles of law embodied in the cases. 
The casebook method of law study provides excellent 
training on legal principles and legal theory, critical 
thinking, reading comprehension, and logical reason-
ing but, according to its critics, insufficient training in 
the practical skills necessary for representing clients. 

Recently, the discussion regarding the need for sub-
stantial changes in the delivery of legal education has 
accelerated. In August 2011, the ABA House of Del-
egates adopted Resolution 10B urging the association 
to take steps to assure that law schools, law firms, law 
examiners, and others concerned with continued pro-
fessional development provide the knowledge, skills, 
values, habits, and traits that make up the successful 
modern attorney. The House of Delegates further 
urged legal education providers to implement curricu-
lar programs to develop “practice ready” lawyers. 

A year later, in August 2012, the ABA established 
the Task Force on the Future of Legal Education — 
consisting of representatives from the judiciary, orga-
nized bar, legal education system, and legal practice 
regimes — to review and make recommendations on 
the key challenges facing the bench, bar, and the legal 
education community. In announcing the establish-
ment of the task force, the ABA president acknowl-
edged the growing public attention to the costs of a 
law school education, the uncertain job prospects for 

I
n 1852, in his Histoire d’un Crime, Victor Hugo, 
the French poet, novelist, and dramatist, wrote, 
“An invasion of armies can be resisted, but not an 
idea whose time has come.” We believe that envi-
ronmental law school clinics that provide legal ser-

vices online and/or through broadband technology to 
minority and/or low-income communities through-
out the United States is, indeed, an idea whose time 
has come.

Beleaguered and often geographically distant, 
community-based environmental justice groups des-
perately need legal assistance. While environmental 
law school clinics have had notable accomplishments 
over the last two decades on a variety of legal issues, 
those victories have been limited to the clients clinics 
could reach through traditional in-person lawyering. 
But new online attorney tools can expand the capacity 
as well as extend the reach of clinics. This innovative 
idea would not only allow those clinics to succeed in 
communicating and collaborating with potential new 
grassroots community-based environmental justice 
group clients across a broad geographical area, but 
would also address several serious pedagogic issues that 
the legal education community currently faces. 

First, over the last decade, there has been consid-
erable discussion in the American Bar Association, 
law schools, law student associations, faculties, state 
supreme courts, bar admission authorities, law firms, 
and corporate law departments regarding the need for 
substantial changes in the delivery of legal education. 
For more than a hundred years, attorneys in the United 
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graduates, and the role of law schools in improving the 
delivery of legal services in a changing market. 

Working through two subcommittees — one 
dealing with the economics of legal education, and 
the other with the delivery of legal education and its 
regulation — the task force, among other activities, 
held public hearings in Dallas and San Francisco, so-
licited written comments from interested parties, held 
a mini-conference in Indianapolis, reviewed literature 
on problems and solutions, and reviewed a consider-
able number of comments submitted to its website. 
This past January, the task force issued its final report 
and recommendations.

The task force was charged with, among other 
things, examining ways to improve practical skills 
training at law schools because of the need for recent 
graduates to be able to function much more quickly, 
effectively, and efficiently as practicing attorneys in the 
legal marketplace. In short, law schools must become 
more engaged in the professional development of em-
bryonic attorneys and, consequently, must develop 
curriculums designed to focus on developing core law-
yering competencies. 

This has led some law schools to expand their clini-
cal programs, and to take the lead in legal education 
reform before the task force completed its work. Thus, 
some law schools have begun to offer more hands-on 
learning experiences — from clinics and externships to 
practice-based curriculum changes. 

Washington and Lee University School of Law in 
Lexington, Virginia, is at the forefront of this burgeon-
ing trend. All third-year students at Washington and 
Lee must participate in a diverse range of simulated 
and real practice-oriented experience. The year consists 
of four components that blend the practical and the 
intellectual pursuits. The first is a two-week-long skills 
immersion at the beginning of each semester, one week 
focusing on litigation and conflict resolution, the oth-
er on transactional practice. The next component con-
sists of four elective courses, one real-client experience, 
and three additional electives taught in a problems-
based, practicum style. Then there is at least 40 hours 
of law-related service. Finally, the students participate 
in a semester-long professionalism program. In short, 
Washington and Lee’s third-year students have begun 
their transition from law students to lawyers. 

Recognizing that there are two models of law 
schools (research-oriented and practice-oriented), the 
task force stated that, whatever their individual differ-
ences, law schools have a basic societal role: to prepare 
individuals to provide legal and related services. The 
task force did not state that there is a universal core 

of competencies that every law school graduate must 
have. But it did take the firm position that educational 
programs should be designed so that graduates have 
some competency in delivering legal services. 

The task force added that whatever particular 
set of competencies a law school should ensure is 
a matter for the school to determine but that the 
educational program should be better shaped with 
reference to the fact that most students attend law 
school desiring to practice; that there are available 
studies of competencies sought by employers or 
considered broadly valuable for long-term profes-
sional success; and that the mission and strengths of 
the particular law school will figure in which com-
petencies are valued. In sum, the task force deter-
mined that there needs to be a substantial increase 
in the professional skills requirement, and that bar 
examiners should now design tests that tend to en-
courage greater reliance on experiential learning in 
law schools. The bottom line is that a drastic trans-
formation in legal education is currently taking 
place.

S
econd, in addition to being exposed to the 
real world of practice like the students at 
Washington and Lee, we believe that law 
students should also be exposed in the clin-
ics to the growing area of virtual law prac-

tice, and the delivery of online legal services, which 
the ABA calls “eLawyering.” In 2004, the co-chair of 
the ABA’s eLawyering Task Force of the Law Practice 
Management Section described eLawyering as all the 
ways in which attorneys can do their work using the 
web and associated technologies. He stated that these 
include new ways to communicate and collaborate 
with clients and other lawyers, produce documents, 
settle disputes, and manage legal knowledge. He fur-
ther stated that one should think of eLawyering as a set 
of active verbs — interview, investigate, counsel, draft, 
advocate, analyze, negotiate, manage, and so forth — 
and that there are corresponding electronic tools and 
techniques for each. 

According to the ABA, eLawyering or virtual law 
practice refers specifically to the delivery of legal ser-
vices online through a section of a law firm’s website 
that is known as a “secure client portal.” Under this 
definition, a virtual law firm is not simply an attorney 
who does not have a physical office and communicates 
with clients by e-mail. Instead, the firm must have a 
secure section of its website where a client can log in 
with a unique user identification and password. 
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Virtual law firms are growing rapidly. Last year, 
Clearspire announced that it intends to expand its 
nontraditional legal services model across the country 
with the addition of 50 to 100 lawyers each year for 
the next five years. The model allows Clearspire Law 
Company — a law firm that outsources all business 
processes, technology administration, and commod-
itized legal work to its sister company, Clearspire Ser-
vices Company — to cut overhead costs by 50 percent 
compared to traditional law firms. Consequently, ac-
cording to the firm, this reduces client fees on complex 
legal matters and maintains market salaries for staff. 
Lawyers and clients are connected through a $5 mil-
lion online platform, Coral, of virtual offices and high-
end teleconferencing. Attorneys and staff stay con-
nected by navigating Coral’s virtual hallways, where 
they are grouped by geographical location, practice 
area, and client matter.

In addition to establishing virtual law firms, the le-
gal community has also established virtual legal clinics 
where clients can gain access to badly needed services. 
For example, in Illinois, Lieutenant Governor Sheila 
Simon, a former prosecutor and founder of the do-
mestic violence clinic at Southern Illinois University 
School of Law, expanded her virtual legal clinic pro-
gram to provide assistance to domestic violence vic-
tims in southern Illinois’ Cairo Women’s Shelter. The 
program allows victims of domestic violence to get 
free legal consultation via webcams and high-speed 
internet. The clients obtain advice on a variety of is-
sues including child custody and visitation, marriage 
and divorce, elder abuse, immigration, and property 
disputes.

In Colorado, the Four Corners Bar Association has 
established a new Virtual Pro Se Clinic where people 
can learn to represent themselves in court proceedings. 
Four Corners has partnered with local courts to pres-
ent a series of virtual free legal clinics at the Mancos 
Public Library, where individuals can confer online in 
one-on-one sessions with experienced attorneys who 
can explain to them the legal process and court proce-
dures. The individuals obtain free legal advice covering 
all civil areas including property law, probate issues, 
family law, landlord-tenant, foreclosures, collections, 
appeals, civil protection orders, etc. 

Thus, the legal community has been introduced to 
a myriad of computerized, cloud-based tools that are 
changing the way practicing attorneys do their work. 
Students, whether sitting in a bricks-and-mortar en-
vironmental law clinic or at home with a laptop, have 
both the right and the responsibility to learn how to 
be good, efficient, and effective “eLawyers.” In fact, it’s 

a matter of professional responsibility. According to 
Rule 1.1: Comment 6 of the ABA’s new Model Rules 
of Professional Conduct, attorneys must maintain 
their basic legal competence, which includes under-
standing the benefits and risks associated with relevant 
modern technology. 

Legal education providers have begun to recog-
nize the growing influence and importance of mod-
ern technology with respect to the practice of law. 
A few law schools have taken up the challenge. For 
example, Suffolk University Law School’s Institute 
on Law Practice Technology & Innovation was es-
tablished to study how technology is revolutioniz-
ing the practice of law, creating both opportunities 
and challenges for lawyers in every practice setting. 
The institute offers programs, courses, public lec-
tures, and other information designed to educate 
students, the legal profession, and the public about 
technology’s transformation of the practice of law 
and the delivery of legal services. Additionally, Ver-
mont Law School’s Center for Legal Innovation of-
fers students a variety of courses in using the online 
and electronic tools of legal practice, and hosts the 
Journal of Innovation in Legal Education. 

Florida Coastal School of Law has created the 
Center for Law Practice Technology, which offers 
students certificates in legal technology and law 
practice management. Students learn how to create 
a virtual law firm that provides 24/7 access for cli-
ents, how to automate frequently used legal docu-
ments, how to leverage social media to develop a 
law practice, and the legal ethics surrounding the 
delivery of online legal services. 

Recognizing that law schools and law faculties 
should collaborate to facilitate innovation and im-
provement of pedagogy, the ABA task force stated 
that innovation cannot come from a directive to ex-
periment and take risks. Nor can it come simply from 
the removal of real or perceived barriers to innovation. 
Rather, it must come from a change in attitude and 
outlook, and from openness to learning, particularly 
from other fields. The task force noted that incentives, 
resources, and encouragement can be powerful sup-
ports for innovation, and that the ABA Section of Le-
gal Education can support innovation by modifying 
or eliminating standards (including those governing 
variances) that constrain opportunities for experimen-
tation and risk-taking by law schools. Thus, granting 
a variance to a law school for establishing a virtual en-
vironmental justice component of an existing clinic 
would be subject to sound evaluation of the innova-
tive idea.                                      CONTINUED ON PAGE 32
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A n o t h e r  V i e w

Remaining Competitive in Today’s Legal Market

Law practice management 
courses cover traditional func-
tions of lawyers who offer le-

gal services to individual clients at 
physical locations. However, prac-
tice today is becoming more de-
pendent on technology, creating a 
demand for new business models. 
Practicing law now requires both 
knowledge of how technology can 
be used to make lawyers more ef-
fective in serving clients and an un-
derstanding of how the Model Rules 
of Professional Conduct impose 
limits on the design and delivery of 
legal services. 

As a result of technology, the le-
gal profession is about to enter a pe-
riod where the market for legal ser-
vices will be more open, negatively 
impacting solo practitioners and 
small firms, employment prospects 
for law students, and the viability of 
law schools that feed their gradu-
ates into small practices. Most ex-
isting law school curricula are whol-
ly inadequate to train future lawyers 
in technology and practice manage-
ment. Appropriate training is a criti-
cal solution that will align the skills 
that law students must have upon 
graduation with the employment 
needs of a radically changing legal 
market. 

Today, law school curricula must 
address the intersection of informa-
tion technology and law practice. 
They must also provide students 
with a basic understanding of how 
to assess the risks and benefits of 
technology. Schools must prepare 
students for new roles in the legal 
profession that are arising as a re-
sult of these changes. Such roles 
include legal knowledge engineer, 
legal technologist, legal hybrid, le-
gal process analyst, legal project 
manager, legal management con-
sultant, and high risk manager. Ev-
ery lawyer will need to have some 
knowledge of the skills embodied in 
these new job descriptions, if only 

to be able to hire or retain these 
specialists to augment or partici-
pate in many different ways in the 
work that the firm produces.

Last year, the Center for Law 
Practice Technology was founded 
by Richard Granat and myself with 
the intent to prepare students for 
the changed legal marketplace. 
The curriculum is designed to be 
hands-on, exposing students to the 
use of different practice manage-
ment technologies and working 
with them to produce practical de-
liverables with each course, which 
they may use in their own careers. 
The CLPT is funded by the 
Florida Coastal School of 
Law and is one of only a 
handful of ABA-approved 
law schools addressing 
this need for an updated 
curriculum. 

With the CLPT, stu-
dents have the option to 
take individual courses 
to supplement their law degrees or 
work toward a certificate in legal 
technology and law practice man-
agement. All of the classes are of-
fered online. The classes include 
both synchronous and asynchro-
nous components and the students 
have access to an online learning 
platform. Because the courses are 
taught online, this allows the CLPT 
to include among its faculty legal 
technologists and some of the lead-
ing experts in law practice man-
agement from across the country, 
rather than depend on local adjunct 
professors or pull in tenured faculty 
who may not have the relevant ex-
perience in law practice manage-
ment and technology. 

Our goal with the CLPT is to ex-
pand the courses offered in law 
practice management and technol-
ogy and to offer these to other law 
schools, law students, and eventu-
ally, practitioners and legal pro-
fessionals who need to go back to 

learn these skills in order to remain 
competitive in the changed legal 
arena.

These courses teach the stu-
dents how to leverage technology to 
serve clients more effectively and 
efficiently. Students learn skills, 
such as how to create a virtual law 
firm, automate legal documents, 
leverage social media to develop 
a brand, and ensure legal services 
are delivered ethically using tech-
nology. Students are given access 
to a number of technology plat-
forms, and the course assignments 
require that they learn how to navi-

gate and produce work 
product with these tools. 

The students leav-
ing with a certificate 
from the CLPT will have 
a portfolio to provide to 
prospective employers 
showing their training, 
acquired skills, and the 
deliverables they creat-

ed. If they go out into solo practices, 
they will be better equipped to face 
those challenges and compete in 
the legal marketplace. 

A handful of other law schools 
have added law practice manage-
ment classes and a few have ex-
panded this to include programs in 
legal technology. This is a start. The 
teaching of law practice manage-
ment can no longer be marginalized 
as a course of study within the J.D. 
curriculum. When a large percent-
age of graduating law students are 
faced with the prospect of starting 
their own practice upon graduation, 
the need for being “practice ready” 
is now an imperative. This means 
more than learning the principles of 
substantive law — it means having 
essential knowledge in law practice 
management in a digital age.

Stephanie Kimbro is co-founder of the 
Center for Law Practice Technology and 
founder of Curo Legal.
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T
 hird, and perhaps more importantly, the 
task force understood that by designing le-
gal education programs to develop compe-
tencies in the delivery of legal services, law 
schools will consequently increase oppor-

tunities for students to be involved in delivering le-
gal services. In this way, the ABA recognized that by 
utilizing the skills of law students, more legal services 
can be made available to persons in need. The task 
force stated that, most strikingly, poor and lower-
income populations remain underserved. Funding 
for lawyers to serve these populations is far less than 
what is needed, and there are few alternatives, other 
than the extensive use of law students in clinics with 
special licenses. 

The ABA recognizes that there continues to be an 
unmet need for legal services in minority and/or low-
income communities with respect to environmental 
justices concerns. The ABA has long understood that, 
for example, toxic waste incineration plants are often 
sited in such communities which, consequently, are 
disproportionately exposed to environmental harms. 
These neighborhoods need legal representation to 
address the social justice, procedural justice, and geo-
graphic justice issues that emanate from the siting 
and operation of these pollution-generating facili-
ties. These communities face diverse challenges such 
as alarmingly high asthma rates, high incidences of 
cancer, scarce open-space resources, and brownfields 
redevelopment concerns. In short, these communi-
ties have to face daily a nearly inexhaustible supply of 
environmental and public health concerns. 

To address these issues, a law school establishing a 
virtual environmental justice legal component of an 
existing clinic, or via a new clinic altogether, is con-
sistent with the association’s environmental justice 
resolution that was adopted by the House of Del-
egates in 1993. The ABA urged not only that there 
should be the “delivery of legal services in minority 
and/or low-income communities” but also that law 
schools should “consider the expansion of curricula 
and clinical programs to educate students to deal 
with these problems.” 

One law school that has taken the lead in improv-
ing access to legal services for low-income residents in 
underserved communities throughout a state is North 
Carolina Central University School of Law. Through 
the school’s The Virtual Justice Project, NCCUSL has 
established a broadband infrastructure with Legal Aid 
of North Carolina to deliver vital services. Legal Aid of 
North Carolina is a statewide, non-profit law firm that 
provides free legal services in civil matters to low-in-

come individuals, families, and communities with legal 
problems affecting basic human needs, such as family, 
housing, employment, and income. This broadband 
technology project provides videoconferencing access 
through 20 Legal Aid offices. Clinical students work 
with Legal Aid attorneys and clients through virtual 
counseling to reach underserved areas, providing not 
only needed legal services but important skills for stu-
dents who may well find their future law practices con-
ducted outside of traditional in-person client counsel-
ing and representation.

Minority and/or low-income communities with 
major environmental and public health concerns 
should be able to have access to legal services even if 
they live far from a law office or clinic. And students 
studying to be environmental lawyers should have 
the opportunity to develop skills and serve clients 
beyond the clinics’ traditional geographical reach, 
using modern technology. 

Students wishing to become engaged in environ-
mental justice work will need to understand how the 
body of hard environmental justice law developed 
over the last three decades. The students will learn 
how civil rights lawyers and poverty lawyers joined 
forces to serve their traditional clients, people of 
color and the poor, to address instances of environ-
mental injustice. In many respects, a new specialty 
in legal practice has developed in that these poverty 
and civil rights attorneys, acting in concert with en-
vironmental lawyers, use the traditional legal theo-
ries and strategies of both civil rights litigation and 
environmental law litigation (e.g., citizen suits) to 
address racial and economic-status bias in the dis-
proportionate siting of pollution-generating facilities 
in such communities. Clinical students will have the 
opportunities to address environmental justice con-
cerns in all branches of government at the federal, 
state, and local levels. 

The idea is a simple one: use the tools of the 21st 
century to address long-standing environmental jus-
tice concerns while, at the same time, addressing the 
major pedagogic issues facing the legal education 
community. There are currently 23 environmental 
law school clinics in the United States. However, 
there are no virtual environmental justice legal com-
ponents at these law schools. Developing virtual 
practices for students is a win-win-win situation for 
all stakeholders: the ABA, law schools, student as-
sociations, faculties, bar admission authorities, and, 
most especially, the currently underserved clients 
who are grassroots, community-based environmen-
tal justice groups. It’s an idea whose time has come. •
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A n o t h e r  V i e w

Legal Technology: A New Frontier Is Here

T he concept of reaching people 
across distances is not new. 
Telemedicine has been around 

for a while. Business schools and 
corporations also have been deploy-
ing telepresence and high-definition 
video conferencing solutions with 
huge investments. The missing in-
gredients for widespread use have 
been broadband affordability and 
access along with programming vi-
sion. But a new frontier is here. 

North Carolina Central University 
School of Law delayed entry into 
distance education until the tech-
nology became stable and scal-
able enough to provide life-like, 
synchronous education. Starting in 
the 2010-11 school year, two tech-
nological innovations facilitated vir-
tual education. The first was the de-
velopment of the Virtual Classroom 
and the second was the purchase of 
a Telepresence Room.

The Virtual Classroom is a cus-
tom-designed space with two 54-
inch plasma screens, a table that 
can accommodate the professor in 
a seated or standing position, and 
an electronic white board, all in an 
ambiance of the familiar teaching 
environment. Students connect to 
the Virtual Classroom using their 
computers, which are all equipped 
with a camera, microphone, broad-
band, and Polycom’s Desktop Video 
Conferencing Client software. The 
Virtual Classroom can connect up to 
32 students at different locations, 
16 on each screen. The professor 
can see all 32 with their names 
displayed under their images. Stu-
dents can see up to 16 images at 
a time or hear whoever is speaking 
and any associated content. 

The law school purchased Poly-
com’s telepresence system, which 
provides a real-life experience, with 
four screens and seats for 18 peo-
ple. Telepresence is cutting-edge 
technology that incorporates furni-
ture, lights, acoustics, and high-def 

Greg Clinton

video conferencing. Together, they 
provide the user with interactive 
learning analogous to a live, in-per-
son experience. The Telepresence 
Room can connect up to a maxi-
mum of 64 locations at one time (16 
images per screen). This room was 
made possible from a Department 
of Commerce Broadband Technol-
ogy Opportunities Program grant. 

BTOP projects have laid a strong 
foundation for launching and oper-
ating virtual projects throughout the 
United States. Technology without 
program purpose is useless. Pame-
la Glean, assistant dean of clinical 
and professional skills, 
could easily see the vision 
for virtual legal services 
and clinical education. 
She developed the pro-
grams associated with 
our Virtual Justice Broad-
band Project. This three-
year project allowed the 
law school to expand its 
nationally ranked clinical programs 
to four other state schools plus 20 
legal services offices using high-def 
video conferencing, telepresence, 
and desktop video conferencing.  

Discussions around asynchro-
nous and synchronous delivery op-
tions continue to be debated. The 
practice and the study of law have 
both experiences. Synchronous 
best mirrors the way legal educa-
tion has been delivered for many 
years. Inherent in this model is a 
sense of familiarity and a proven 
method of delivery. Being able to 
see facial expressions, body move-
ment, and instantly ask questions 
in real time is critical when talking 
with individuals separated by long 
distance. 

Telepresence and high-def video 
conferencing solutions are begin-
ning to penetrate academic com-
munities. Skype has done a lot to 
gain widespread acceptance of 
real-time broadband video across 

distances. Polycom, CISCO, and Life 
Size are the players in this market. 
Current technology solutions allow 
for one-on-one meetings, group 
meetings, as well as large commu-
nity interactive meetings.

The idea of having a virtual en-
vironmental law or environmental 
justice clinic in today’s marketplace 
is a logical next step. Using technol-
ogy to bring client and attorney to-
gether or providing community edu-
cation and outreach has become 
easy and affordable. With modest 
investments and appropriate band-
width, collaboration and dissemina-

tion of information can 
occur across multiple lo-
cations. Supplementing 
video communications 
with web-based soft-
ware and appropriate 
portals adds to the diver-
sity of electronic options. 
Students are coming to 
law schools equipped for 

this type of virtual learning.
Technology that supports virtual 

clinics and distance education is 
evolving rapidly. In the near future 
virtual video will become similar to 
another utility like cable. However, 
the need for programs to use exist-
ing technology to have a profound 
impact on the lives of individu-
als will still exist. There have been 
many lives changed from our Virtual 
Justice Project that included saving 
clients’ homes, preparing wills for 
the elderly, providing “knowing your 
rights” programs to interactive au-
diences as large as 300 individuals 
at one time, and, finally, CLE pro-
grams and preparing students for 
the study of law. Now is the time for 
law schools to continue to be inno-
vative in their use of technology to 
educate and serve. 

Greg Clinton is director of information 

technology and facility management at North 

Carolina Central University School of Law.


