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• Introduction to MJF • 
 

History: In 1982, the Minnesota Justice Foundation was founded by a small group of law students at the 

University of Minnesota who were concerned about public service and the unmet legal needs of low-income 

individuals.  These young visionaries believed that lawyers and law students have a special obligation to their 

communities and that they should strive to provide quality legal services to those who cannot afford an attorney. 

The students aimed to provide volunteer opportunities where law students could gain important skills and 

understanding while helping agencies expand their capacity with added volunteers. Today MJF maintains 

professional staff at all Minnesota law schools and contributes many tens of thousands of volunteer hours to the 

pro bono and legal services community. 

  

Mission: MJF strives for justice by creating opportunities for law students to perform public interest and pro 

bono legal services.  

 

Structure: In addition to hosting a staff attorney, each Minnesota law school has an MJF Student Chapter that 

promotes public interest and pro bono projects among the student body through educational speakers, 

networking events and fundraising for summer clerkships. 

 

Programs: 
● Law School Public Service Program (LSPSP): Under LSPSP, MJF matches law student volunteers 

with legal services agencies. Students gain real-world experience and critical skills while helping 

agencies reach more clients in need. Students can volunteer with non-profit and governmental agencies 

by drafting legal documents, conducting research, performing intake, assisting clients with forms, and 

even representing clients in court.  

● Summer Clerkship Program (SCP): Agencies in the Twin Cities metro and Greater Minnesota submit 

applications to host a full-time summer clerk each year. Agencies selected to host a summer clerk then 

interview candidates and have full control over final selection. SCP students help agencies build 

capacity by performing a full range of tasks while simultaneously gaining critical real-world 

experience. MJF seeks donations to support these clerkships. 

● Street Law: After training in substantive areas of law and interactive teaching strategies, law students 

teach basic legal rights, responsibilities, and resources to low-income, at-risk high school and 

alternative learning center students.  

● Legal Scholarship for Equal Justice (LSEJ) Class: LSEJ is a for-credit class in which law students 

perform research and fieldwork on topics submitted by legal services attorneys or student-devised 

topics. These frequently involve issues that could make a systemic impact on low-income clients. At the 

end of the semester, the students present their findings at a CLE and submit their papers to an online 

LSEJ journal.  

● MJF Staff Assisted Volunteer Positions: MJF typically takes a hands-off approach to volunteer 

positions but there are a few programs to which MJF has dedicated staff resources in order to ensure 

their success:  

○ Assisted Pro Se Clinics: After receiving training from the MJF staff, groups of students carpool 

to Greater Minnesota agencies to hold assisted pro se clinics with partnering legal services 

agencies. At the clinics, clients receive one-on-one assistance from student volunteers to help 

them fill out the necessary court forms and to understand the filing and serving processes. Local 

volunteer attorneys are available to supervise volunteers and provide brief advice to clients.  

○ Pre-Orientation Service Projects (POSP): To capture the energy and attention of incoming 

law students, MJF partners with legal services agencies to facilitate volunteer opportunities for 

incoming 1Ls prior to their orientation. POSP allows incoming 1L Students to be introduced to 

public interest work, begin building their legal skills, and reinforce their reasons for going to law 

school.  
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• Law Student Information • 
 

Volunteer Information 

MJF facilitates law student volunteerism by partnering with over 120 agencies to create and manage pro bono 

opportunities for Minnesota’s law students. These placements allow students the chance to learn hands-on legal 

skills and investigate public interest law. To be successful, these partnerships must increase the agency’s 

capacity to serve its client base while simultaneously teaching law students the tools of the profession. 

 

At the beginning of each semester, MJF staff attorneys contact legal services agencies to create opportunities 

that will be beneficial to the students and to the organization’s clientele. When finalized, these positions are 

posted online at www.mnjustice.org and are available to students from all Minnesota law schools. 

 

Once students are ready to explore volunteering through MJF, they can peruse the available opportunities on 

our website by creating a student account and receiving a system-generated password. 

 

Students select potential volunteer opportunities and meet with their respective staff attorneys to discuss the 

referral process as well as expectations and guidelines for law student volunteers. The staff attorneys will assist 

students in identifying the best volunteering fit based on scheduling, interests, and previous experience. 

Ultimately, this meeting will result in a referral to an MJF partner agency. 

 

Referrals are the first step in the process of students building a volunteer relationship with MJF partner 

agencies. Staff attorneys provide the students with the agencies’ contact information.  Students then contact the 

agencies and agree to the terms of the volunteer commitment. Once students have made arrangements with the 

agencies, the students must contact their staff attorneys to confirm that they are proceeding with the placement.  

If for any reason students are unable to commit once they have visited with the agency, they must let their staff 

attorney know immediately. The MJF staff attorney will then work with them to find alternate positions or to 

help create a self-designed volunteer opportunity. Additionally, staff attorneys will work with the agencies to 

find replacement volunteers. 

 

Once the students have informed their staff attorneys that they have agreed to volunteer with the agencies, the 

staff attorneys confirm the placements in the online database so that the student can log their volunteer hours.  

Hours must be logged by the beginning of the next semester.  It is the volunteers’ responsibility to log their 

hours and report to MJF and agency supervisors whether they plan to continue their volunteer commitment into 

the next semester.  

 

Benefits of Volunteering 

 Serve the community and individuals in need 

 Gain practical legal experience 

 Make connections with legal professionals 

 Be recognized for completing at least 50 hours of pro bono/public interest volunteer work  

 

Creating and Using a Student Account 

Students create an account on the MJF website. This allows MJF staff to easily identify and communicate with 

volunteers regarding placements that match their interests. Students enter their information upon their initial 

visit to the MJF website and must remember to update their personal information and interests as needed. 

 

Visit the MJF website at www.mnjustice.org and click on “For Students” and then “Explore Volunteer 

Opportunities.”  To create an account, click “Sign up” under the Login button.  Students enter their information.  
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The website will send a system-generated password to the email address provided. Students use this password 

to log in to the MJF website to search placements and log hours.  

 

Search Placements 

The MJF website lists volunteer opportunities available for the current semester. MJF breaks the semesters 

down the following way: fall semester placements are posted on or about August 1, spring semester placements 

are posted on or about December 1, and summer semester placements are posted on or about April 1.  MJF 

posts placements a few weeks prior to classes beginning so that students have the time necessary to investigate 

opportunities and create a balanced plan for the semester without losing valuable volunteering time. 

 

Students can browse all of the placements or search the postings by keyword, area of interest, or skills. A 

keyword search looks for specific words in the placement titles; the area of interest search returns placements 

that cover specific substantive areas of law; and the skills search focuses on the tasks law students will perform. 

Until students have a good sense of the types of opportunities available and what their legal interests are, they 

should select “Show All” of the opportunities. MJF staff attorneys are also available to help students identify 

opportunities that fit their volunteering goals and career-building needs. 

 

The MJF website allows students to submit up to three volunteer opportunities to their staff attorneys. 

Students put volunteer positions in their shopping cart by clicking the placement titles and selecting “Add to 

Cart.” When students are ready to check out, they select “Proceed to Checkout” from their shopping cart page, 

confirm the information, and submit their placements. Please note that submitting an interest in a placement 

does not reserve the position. The shopping cart submission serves to inform staff attorneys of students’ 

interests and begins the process of scheduling the in-person meeting necessary to obtain a referral to the 

placement. 

 

Student-Created Placements 

If students make arrangements to volunteer in other pro bono/public interest opportunities, they should contact 

their staff attorney to set up a student-created placement in their MJF student account so they can log those 

hours on the MJF website. Additionally, students may log hours that are over and above their class requirements 

for qualifying clinics and externships. 

 

Log Hours 

Once students have made successful volunteer matches with MJF partner agencies, they are required to log their 

hours each semester and provide MJF with an evaluation of their placement experience. MJF utilizes all of the 

feedback and comments students provide on the evaluation forms in order to improve student experiences.  

Students should be thorough in their evaluation because MJF uses this data to improve programming, recognize 

outstanding service, and track and report law student pro bono efforts statewide. 

 

To log hours, follow the “Log Hours” link on the student account home page. All placements students have 

confirmed with their staff attorneys will be listed on their MJF account. If students do not see their placements, 

they should contact their staff attorney to confirm their placement. On the evaluation, students should enter the 

number of hours and clients served and answer the evaluation questions. MJF requires students to log their 

hours at the end of each semester.  If they choose to enter hours more frequently (i.e. weekly at the same 

placement, etc.), students must update the fields so they reflect the total number of hours and clients served 

during that semester. Students consent and affirm that they volunteered these hours and then submit their log. 

 

Professionalism 

MJF expects law student volunteers to exhibit professionalism in all aspects of their interaction with the legal 

community, whether it is an initial communication or request for a reference letter. Professionalism 
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encompasses many behaviors, but we will focus on three aspects that greatly affect the success of the students’ 

volunteer placements through MJF: 1) Commitment; 2) Communication; 3) Conclusion. 

 

COMMITMENT 

 MJF expects students to take their commitment seriously and to recognize the need in the 

community and in legal services organizations for their valuable skills as a law student. Agencies 

rely on law students to meet the needs of the clients they serve and are planning on students’ 

commitment when they schedule office work assignments. If students fail to follow through, 

clients will not be helped in a timely fashion. 

 Students should thoughtfully and carefully review their schedule to be sure that it allows them to 

fulfill their commitments to the agencies.  

 If students decide not to volunteer for an agency after referral, students need to notify their staff 

attorneys immediately so that they can recruit other students for the agency. Once staff attorneys 

refer the number of students that agencies are requesting, it is assumed the students will follow 

through with their commitments and the posting is taken down. If students do not follow through 

and do not communicate with their staff attorneys, other students do not have the opportunity to 

help those agencies and their clients.  

 Once students commit to volunteer, the expectation is that they will do all they can to avoid 

backing out of a volunteer placement. There may be times when particular agencies and students 

are not well-suited for one another, however, students should seek counsel from their staff 

attorneys about working through the issues and fulfilling their commitment, or to make a plan to 

leave the organization in a professional manner. 

 

COMMUNICATION 

 Within 10 days of a referral, law students must confirm with their staff attorney that they have 

connected with their agency contact and accepted the placement.   

 Communication is more than keeping in touch—what one wears and how one carries oneself 

also makes an impact. Always dress appropriately. Discuss with staff attorneys the agencies’ 

policies regarding dress: business-professional or business-casual attire. If the staff attorney is 

unsure, err on the side of formality. Some agencies bring students to court on a formal basis, and 

some on a more informal basis – being dressed in court-appropriate attire allows students to take 

advantage of last-minute opportunities to observe in court or in attorney meetings. 

 Notify your supervisor immediately if you are unable to work your scheduled shift or complete a 

project. Students’ failure to communicate about their inability to complete assignments is 

not an option. 

 Always remember that law students are expected to preserve client confidentiality. Only 

discuss the case with supervising attorneys, never with other students, employers, co-workers, 

family, friends or MJF staff. It is appropriate to discuss legal issues with a professor as long as 

client confidences are not breached.  

 During their placement, law students must communicate regularly with their supervisor. 

Students should remind their supervisors of their end dates well in advance. Academic 

commitments are important, and all agencies understand that and are willing to allow students 

the time they need to focus on school, however, students should make sure the request is timely 

and that their assignments are finished so that they can successfully fulfill their commitment to 

the agencies as well.  

 Students may consider staying for a second semester, while still taking time off to study for 

finals. Returning volunteers are already trained and can provide increased efficiency and service 

for agencies. Additionally, it helps to show commitment to an organization when prospective 

future employers are reviewing resumes. Students should inform their staff attorney about their 
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decisions regarding the following semester so their staff attorney can create and confirm a new 

placement in their MJF profile. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 Many students forge strong relationships with their supervisors during the semester only to let 

the relationship deteriorate at the end of the experience by losing contact without clearly 

communicating the end of the volunteer relationship. Students should make sure to discuss their 

end date with their supervisor at the beginning of their placement, and to remind them of that 

date as it approaches. If students plan to use their supervisors as future references, ask them 

prior to the end of your volunteer service if they are willing to serve as a reference.  Students 

should never list someone as a reference without first confirming that they are willing to serve as 

a reference and that they will give a positive review. 

 Log your hours! (http://www.mnjustice.org/for-students/log-volunteer-hours/) Part of 

completing any assignment is evaluating the experience and recording the time spent and 

people served. Either record volunteer time on a weekly/daily/monthly basis on the MJF website, 

or keep records of the volunteer time so an accurate number of hours can be logged at the end of 

the semester.  This is good practice for students who will be recording their time for billing in 

future careers.   

 Update Resume! Employers want to know that students have legal experience and that they are 

interested in using their law degrees to do good work for the community.  

 Students are encouraged to talk to their school’s Career Services office to update their 

resumes. This includes recording the skills learned in a way that accurately describes the 

experience and highlights transferable skills.  

 It is acceptable to list Minnesota Justice Foundation under educational activities and to 

list the organizations separately where students have volunteered and their individual 

experiences there. This enables employers to have a clear understanding of students’ 

involvement with MJF. 

 Students should be wary, however, of overstating their involvement with MJF. When 

listing their volunteer experience, students should include only the semesters when they 

were actively volunteering.  

 

Important Points to Keep in Mind when Working with Low Income Clients  

Fears 

Even if a problem could be easily resolved, many clients hesitate to take action because they fear they 

may lose something if they do take action. For example, a client may be reluctant to contact a landlord 

about necessary repairs for fear of being evicted. It is important to reinforce that they do have rights 

under the law. 

 

Communication 

Communication can be challenging due to language barriers, lack of phone access, or limited reading 

abilities. Avoid using legalese and ask what method of communicating works best for the client, e.g. 

phone calls, written letters, etc. If the client is unable to read the English language, read documents or 

other papers out loud to be sure the client understands. If the client speaks a different language, students 

should ask their supervisor to help obtain translation or interpretation services. 

 

Stress 

The majority of lawyer/client relationships are initiated at times of great stress for the client. Clients may 

come to volunteers with feelings of urgency and desperation because the matter must be resolved 

immediately. Many clients have had past negative experiences with the legal system and it can take a lot 
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of effort to build the trust necessary to assist with their legal issues. Students should acknowledge their 

clients’ concerns and attempt to reassure them that the students and the agencies are there to listen and to 

help. It is also important to make sure the client knows important dates and deadlines in order to avoid 

added stress from the situation. Recognizing and helping the client deal with stress can make the 

volunteers’ jobs easier and the lawyer-client relationship more productive. 

 

Logistics 

Many low-income clients have logistical problems including transportation issues, lack of child care, 

lack of a telephone, no access to computers, etc. It is important to address these issues early on in the 

legal relationship so that clients are empowered to the best of their ability to address their legal needs 

with the law student/attorney. Volunteers should identify and address clients’ special difficulties. If the 

client has a physical disability, make sure the meeting location is accessible. 

 

Unassertive Behavior 

Some clients may appear unassertive or have a general inability to ask about or discuss their case. They 

may not understand legal terms and may not ask questions for fear of appearing ignorant. In situations 

where domestic abuse has occurred, a client may be particularly reluctant to talk and law students should 

discuss strategies for overcoming this with their supervising attorney. 

 

Qualifying Service 

If students volunteer 50+ hours over the course of their law school careers, MJF and law schools will recognize 

their pro bono efforts at the time of graduation. The Minnesota law schools, the legal community as a whole, 

and MJF have a sincere and vested interest in gathering and recording all of the pro bono hours students log 

while matriculating. MJF is the only body that gathers this information to this degree and student’s efforts are 

appreciated to help MJF accurately compile this valuable data. 

 

MJF qualifying volunteer hours can be accumulated in several ways: 

 Volunteering with established MJF placements. 

 Working hours in excess of those required for pro bono/public service clinics or externships. 

 Volunteering in a qualifying customized student-created placement. Student created placements will be 

recognized if they meet the following criteria: 

o Students are doing some form of legal work at a non-profit organization, at a government 

agency, or with an attorney doing pro bono work; 

o Students are supervised by an attorney; and 

o Students do not receive academic credit or money beyond travel expenses, if provided. 

 

Professional Responsibility and Disciplinary Concerns 

52 M.S.A., Student Practice Rule 1.01 [Rule A, below] addresses law student volunteer and clinic work. 

Because the rules are imposed by Minnesota statutes and the Minnesota Rules of Professional Conduct, they are 

not optional and must be strictly adhered to. Law student volunteers also need to be aware of potential issues 

related to conflicts of interest [Rule B, below]. 

 

Unless a student is certified under the Student Practice Rule, he/she is acting as a law clerk, NOT as a student 

attorney. A law clerk may only do work that is preparatory, such as legal research, fact investigation, and 

drafting legal documents and correspondence for licensed attorneys. The following is a sample of the 

responsibilities a typical law clerk can take on:  

 New client intake 

 Communication with current clients 

 Legal issue spotting 
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 Memorandum writing 

 Project management 

 Informational material creation 

 Brief advice clinic assistance/intake 

 Legal document drafting 

 Aiding with trial preparation  

 

Any violations by a student may be reported to the State Board of Law Examiners when the student applies for 

admission to the bar. 

 

In contrast, a certified student attorney, when they are supervised by a licensed attorney, may act in a 

representative capacity in protecting, enforcing or defending the legal rights of another; advise or counsel a 

person on her/his rights through in-person interviews, letters or telephone calls; or dispose of legal issues “by 

advice and negotiations.” 

 

RULE A: STUDENT PRACTICE RULE 
52 M.S.A., Student Practice Rule 1.01 

1.01 Representation 

An eligible law student not enrolled in a law school clinical program may, under the supervision of a member of the bar, perform all 

functions that an attorney may perform in representing and appearing on behalf of any state, local, or other government unit or 

agency, or any indigent person who is a party to a civil action or who is accused of a crime, or a petty misdemeanor. 

 

1.02 Eligible Law Students 

An eligible law student is one who: 

(1) is duly enrolled at the time of original certification in a school of law approved by the American Bar Association; 

(2) has completed at the time of original certification legal studies equivalent to at least two semesters of full-time study; 

(3) has been certified by the state, local, or other government unit or agency, or organization or persons representing 

indigents as being a paid or unpaid intern working for said unit, agency, organization, or persons; 

(4) has been certified by the dean or designee of the law school as being of good academic standing; and 

(5) has been identified as a student and accepted by the client. 

(Amended effective August 6, 2013.) 

 

1.03 Certification 

The state, local, or other government unit or agency or organization or persons representing indigent clients shall submit in writing 

to the student's law school the student's name and a statement that the student will be properly supervised under the provisions of 

this practice rule. The student's law school shall then certify the student's academic standing and file this certification with the Board 

of Law Examiners for approval. Written notification of approval shall be provided to the law school. The certification shall remain 

in effect for twelve (12) months after the date filed. Law students may be recertified for additional twelve-month periods. 

Certification shall terminate sooner than twelve (12) months upon the occurrences of the following events: 

(1) Certification is withdrawn by the unit, agency, organization, or person by mailing notice to that effect to the law 

student, the law school, and the Board of Law Examiners along with the reason(s) for such withdrawal; 

(2) Certification is terminated by the Board of Law Examiners by mailing notice to that effect to the law student, the law 

school, and the unit, agency, organization or person along with the reason(s) for such termination; 

(3) Certification shall terminate upon the student being placed on academic probation; 

(4) The student does not take the first bar examination following his or her graduation, upon which the certification will 

terminate on the first day of the exam; 

(5) The student takes but fails the bar examination, upon which the certification will terminate upon notice to the dean and 

the law student of such failure; or 

(6) The student takes and passes the bar examination and is admitted to the bar of the court. 

(Amended effective May 1, 2013.) 

 

1.04 Supervisory Attorney 

The attorney who supervises a student shall: 

(1) be a member of the bar of this court; 

(2) assume personal professional responsibility for and supervision of the student's work; 

(3) assist the student to the extent necessary; 

(4) sign all pleadings; 

(5) appear with the student in all trials; 
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(6) appear with the student at all other proceedings unless the attorney deems his or her personal appearance unnecessary 

to assure proper supervision. This authorization shall be made in writing and shall be available to the judge or other 

official conducting the proceedings upon request. 

 

1.05 Miscellaneous 

Nothing contained in this rule shall affect the existing rules of this court or the right of any person who is not admitted to practice 

law to do anything that he or she might lawfully do prior to the adoption of this rule. 

(Amended effective May 1, 2013; amended effective August 6, 2013.) 

 

Rule 3.Student Observation of Professional Activities 

Rule 3.01 Observation of Professional Activities 

An eligible law student may, under the supervision of a member of the bar, observe any and all professional activities of a member 

of the bar, including client communications. Communications between the client and the student shall be privileged under the same 

rules that govern the attorney-client privilege and work product doctrine, and the presence of the student during communications 

between the lawyer and client shall not, standing alone, waive these evidentiary privileges. 

The law student's observation must be part of an academic program or a course for academic credit. 

(Added effective April 23, 2009.) 

 

Rule 3.02 Eligible Law Students 

An eligible law student is one who: 

(1) is duly enrolled at the time of original certification in a school of law approved by the American Bar Association; 

(2) has been certified by the dean or designee of the law school as being of good academic standing; 

(3) has signed a statement certifying that the student will maintain the confidentiality that a lawyer is required to maintain 

under Rule 1.6 of the Minnesota Rules of Professional Conduct; and 

(4) has been identified as a student and accepted by the client. 

(Added effective April 23, 2009; amended effective August 6, 2013.) 

 

Rule 3.03 Certification 

Certification of a student by the law school shall be filed with the Board of Law Examiners for approval. Written notification of 

approval shall be provided to the law school. The certification shall remain in effect for twelve (12) months after the date filed. Law 

students may be recertified for additional twelve-month periods. Certification shall terminate sooner than twelve (12) months upon 

the occurrence of the following events: 

(1) Certification is withdrawn by the dean by mailing notice to that effect to the law student and the Board of Law 

Examiners along with the reason(s) for such withdrawal; 

(2) Certification is terminated by the Board of Law Examiners by mailing a notice to that effect to the law student and to 

the dean along with the reason(s) for such termination; 

(3) The student does not take the first bar examination following his or her graduation, upon which the certification will 

terminate on the first day of the exam; 

(4) The student takes but fails the bar examination, upon which the certification will terminate upon notice to the dean and 

the law student of such failure; or 

(5) The student takes and passes the bar examination and is admitted to the bar of this court. 

(Added effective April 23, 2009; amended effective May 1, 2013.) 

 

Rule 3.04 Supervisory Attorney 

The attorney who supervises a student under Rule 3 shall: 

(1) be a member of the bar of this court; 

(2) assume personal professional responsibility for and supervision of the student's conduct; 

(3) be present with the student during all interactions with the client; and 

(4) report to the law school supervisor for the academic program or course as required by the law school supervisor. 

(Added effective April 23, 2009.) 

 

Rule 3.05 Miscellaneous 

Nothing contained in this rule shall affect the existing rules of this court or the right of any person who is not admitted to practice 

law to do anything that he or she might lawfully do prior to the adoption of this rule. 

(Added effective April 23, 2009; amended effective May 1, 2013; amended effective August 6, 2013.) 

 

 

RULE B: CONFLICT CHECKS 

The best way to avoid a conflict of interest problem is to keep track of cases and to perform conflict for each 

new project. Students should check with supervisors regarding the organizational policies for conflict checks. 

 

https://www.revisor.leg.state.mn.us/court_rules/rule.php?type=pr&subtype=cond&id=1.6
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• Agency Partner Information • 
 

 

How Students Begin Volunteering with MJF Partner Organizations 
 

The MJF Referral System  
1. Agencies submit volunteer request forms to MJF staff attorney. Agencies may submit the form on 

the MJF website or it can be emailed or faxed to their staff attorney contact. 

 

2. MJF staff attorneys publish volunteer positions on the MJF website. Before each semester, MJF 

publishes a list of open agency placements on the MJF website. Students can indicate their interest 

in these positions through the website. Open positions on the website are available to students at all 

Minnesota law schools.  

 

3. Law students meet with their MJF staff attorney to discuss their interests and get a referral. 

During this meeting, the staff attorney discusses the details of the position and evaluates whether 

the student would be a good fit for the position. Positions are closed when staff attorneys have 

referred as many volunteers as the agency has requested or the agencies notify their staff attorney 

that it should be closed. 

 

4. MJF staff attorneys generate referral emails. The staff attorneys generate emails introducing the 

agency contacts to the students and vice versa. It is then the responsibility of the students to get in 

touch with the agencies to discuss the next steps to begin volunteering. Students should do this 

within one week. If they do not, the agency contacts should inform their staff attorneys that the 

students have not made contact. 

 

5. After meeting with the agencies, the students confirm with their staff attorneys that they have 

agreed to volunteer. Their staff attorney then confirms the placement in order for the students to 

log their hours and evaluate their experience. 

 

Working with students 

Law student volunteers arrive at partner agencies eager to gain new experience and community connections. 

They understand the importance of meeting agencies’ expectations and proving themselves as competent future 

attorneys. By working with their existing skill sets and energy, agencies can greatly increase the attention 

clients receive as well as free up attorney time for the duties only attorneys can perform. Agencies will also be 

teaching, mentoring, role modeling, and engaging students in learning that can only be done “on the job,” and 

preparing them for their future. 

 

Remembering the Law School Culture 
While law student volunteers represent a tremendous resource for your agency, there are some limitations to 

their volunteer abilities that you should keep in mind when supervising them.  

 

Professors expect law school to be the primary focus of a student’s life, which results in scheduling and 

communication challenges. Students’ weekly schedules can vary dramatically and it is not uncommon to have 

classes rescheduled with less than 48 hours’ notice. MJF emphasizes the importance of alerting supervisors to 

upcoming scheduling conflicts, but supervisors should keep in mind how little control a student has over their 

class schedule.  

 

Additionally, the culture of law school is one that often leads to a decline in students’ self-esteem, especially 

during their first year. Even the strongest personalities can experience increased self-doubt, which is only made 
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worse by the grading structure and overwhelming emphasis on academic success. Some students will be 

anxious about their performance and may want feedback on initial projects. Volunteering is a tool for them to 

build their confidence and should be a way to escape the pressures of the classroom while developing skills they 

will need to be practicing attorneys. Many students who do not test well still make stellar and diligent law clerks 

and attorneys. Also, while some students come to school as a means to make a career change and have a great 

deal of experience in a professional setting, those coming directly from undergraduate studies might never have 

worked in a professional environment before. For many, you are their first professional supervisor. Set and 

communicate the high standards of professionalism that you expect from them as soon as they reach out to you 

to volunteer for your organization. 

 

Communication between MJF and Agencies 
Agencies should never hesitate to contact their MJF staff attorney about anything. To help with staff attorneys’ 

workloads and contact management, MJF asks that you direct communication directly to your designated staff 

attorney unless there is a concern about your designated staff attorney or other extenuating circumstances. 

MJF’s partnership with legal service agencies is vital to success and MJF will make every effort possible to 

respond quickly and effectively.  

 

Designated staff attorneys contact agencies for the following:  

 

● Semester position request: As explained above, the bulk of the volunteer positions are posted in the first 

weeks of August, December and April. Therefore, agencies should expect a reminder from their staff 

attorney in July, November and March asking for the agencies’ volunteer needs for the following 

semester. Agencies may either request that the same positions be posted or offer new descriptions. 

Agencies will also be asked to confirm that MJF records regarding your previous semester’s volunteers 

are correct and whether any of those volunteers are planning on continuing. It is important that agencies 

respond to these position requests promptly so their positions can be opened when the most students will 

be looking for volunteer opportunities.  

 

● Mid-semester check: Staff attorneys will informally contact agencies to make sure the referred 

volunteers are working out for the agencies and to learn whether agencies need anything else from MJF. 

Also, please inform staff attorney if any Minnesota law students are volunteering for you that were not 

referred through MJF, in order to ensure the students are recognized for their volunteer service.  

 

● Annual site visit: Staff attorneys will request to schedule a site visit with agencies. This is an opportunity 

to meet in person and have a more in-depth conversation about the agencies’ use of volunteers. Staff 

attorneys will discuss with the agencies their experience using volunteers over the past year, upcoming 

volunteer needs, and any changes needed to make to the agencies posted positions. If agencies have MJF 

volunteers or summer clerks available during these visits, staff attorneys would also like to get any 

suggestions or feedback from them.  

 

MJF understands that agencies are very busy and thus try to keep communications to a minimum. However, 

open communication is the key to continued beneficial volunteer placements so it must remain ongoing and 

consistent. Always feel free to reach out to staff attorneys.  

 

 

Recognition 

Emphasize impact on the community 

Many students sign up for MJF volunteer opportunities because they are eager to use their legal skills to help 

others. Emphasizing the impact their volunteer hours have for the agency, as well as the greater community, 

will be a motivator for some volunteers. 
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Involve students as part of the team 

Many students would like to know how a particular project they have worked on has impacted the client. Giving 

students the opportunity to observe in court, act as a student attorney, or second chair a hearing are ways to 

enhance the student experience.  

 

Invite your volunteers to educational and networking events so that they may begin to meet people in the 

lawyering community that share their passion.  

 

Say thank you 

Small, kind words and gestures go a long way. Students often wonder whether they are doing a good job, so 

genuine and timely recognition of their achievements is appreciated.  

 

  

Giving Feedback 

 

Students are seeking opportunities through MJF because they want to learn new skills and they desire feedback. 

They want to know that the product they are producing is: 1) what agencies expect; 2) is done well; and 3) is the 

best it can be. Feedback begins before an assignment is handed off by setting clear expectations with the student 

for what the end product should be, for what the deadline is, and how and when students should ask questions of 

their supervising attorney. By providing candid feedback, you are training your student to be more efficient, 

more effective, and more productive.  

 

How to Share Useful – and Respectful – Feedback1 

By Carter McNamara, MBA, PhD 

 
Feedback to employees is information regarding their performance and also is information they can act on. Feedback must 

be shared in a manner that is understandable to them and is perceived by them as being provided in a highly respectful 

manner. Sharing feedback involves skills in effective listening, verbal and non-verbal communications, and working in 

multicultural environments. Consider the following guidelines as well. 

1. Be clear about what you want to say before you say it 

You might have already sensed what feedback you want to convey. However, you should be clear to yourself about what 

you want to convey and how you want to convey it. 

2. Share your feedback in a concise and specific manner, then you can embellish 

People often lose specificity when they speak because they say far too much, rather than not enough. Or, they speak about 

general themes and patterns. When giving feedback, first share what you saw or heard, what you want instead, and how 

the person can achieve it. Then you can add more descriptive information if necessary. 

3. Avoid generalizations 

Avoid use of the words “all,” “never” and “always.” Those words can seem extreme, lack credibility and place arbitrary 

limits on behavior. Be more precise about quantity or proportion, if you address terms of quantities at all. 

4. Be descriptive rather than evaluative 

Report what you are seeing, hearing or feeling. Attempt to avoid evaluative words, such as “good” or “bad.” It may be 

helpful to quickly share your particular feeling, if appropriate, but do not dwell on it or become emotional. 

                                                 
1 http://managementhelp.org/communicationsskills/feedback.htm 
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5. Own the feedback 

The information should be about your own perception of information, not about the other’s perceptions, assumptions and 

motives. Use “I” statements as much as possible to indicate that your impressions are your own. 

6. Be careful about giving advice 

When giving feedback, it is often best to do one thing at a time – share your feedback, get the person’s response to your 

feedback, and then, when he/she is more ready to consider additional information, share your advice with him/her.  
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• Law School Partner Information • 
 

Consistent Message: our law school encourages volunteering 
There is a very clear and honest message from law schools that law school is difficult, rigorous, and demanding. 

Though MJF recognizes – and makes clear to students – that their academics come first, it is also important that 

students begin to cultivate their desire to do pro bono work and gain practical legal experience in the early 

stages of their law school careers. MJF believes that if students get an opportunity to volunteer that they will 

continue to enjoy and seek out other opportunities to do legal volunteering, even after graduation. Law school 

partners are asked to send a consistent message that: 1) volunteering is good for students; 2) if they plan their 

time wisely that students are able to be successful volunteering as well as in their academics; and 3) the school 

encourages students to seek out new opportunities to engage in the law, learn new skills and begin to cultivate 

their desire to do pro bono work through MJF volunteering. 

 

Before MJF Staff Attorneys refer a student, they meet to discuss the agency’s desired time commitment and 

expectations, and the student’s schedule and career goals. 

 

Law students often experience a decline in self-esteem. MJF believes that volunteering is one tool for students 

to rebuild their self-confidence, especially in the first year. Additionally, it is a tool that allows students to 

increase their performance in the classroom due to the skills they learn in their volunteer positions.  

 

 

Examples of Students’ Experiences in MJF Volunteer Placements 
 

“This is a great opportunity to represent real clients and to gain courtroom experience in front of a judge. In 

addition, … students learn, the clients get representation at bail hearings (often time they don't), and doing so 

will take work load off other practicing attorneys; it’s a win win. Also, judges are very receptive to law 

students. …What better way to create professional and experienced practicing attorneys then to train them while 

in law school.” 

-Jeff Albright, 2016 (Hamline) 

 

 

 

“I had the best summer ever working at the Federal Defender's Office. It has definitely confirmed my goal to 

become a public defender. They have asked me to come back to work during the school year!” 

- Brett Copeland, 2017 (UST) 

 

 

 

“Working with [Prepare + Prosper] gave me great experience with client intake and interviewing, having 

difficult and sensitive conversations with clients, managing a busy clinic atmosphere, and answering client 

questions. The staff were all very supportive and gave helpful feedback. The training was very helpful and I 

always had the resources I needed to perform my role well. This was a great placement for me as a 1L since I 

didn't have a lot of legal knowledge, but the placement gave me great experience that will be relevant to legal 

work. This placement also provided the opportunity for me to interact with populations I want to continue 

serving in my legal career.” 

- Joanna Dobson, 2016 (U of M) 
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“This is a great opportunity, and beyond being able to meet directly with clients to complete intake interviews, I 

have also gotten the chance to network with immigration attorneys.” 

- Christina Espey-Sundt, 2017 (UST) 

 

 

 

“As I volunteer, I was able to strengthen my research and writing skills, as well as have the opportunity to 

shadow attorneys in multiple settings, including the courtroom and jail.” 

- Jill Jensen, 2016 (U of M) 

 

 

 

“This position allowed me to establish my reputation in the Duluth legal community and I am happy to report 

that I am now a full-time member of the Public Defender's Office as a Paralegal. I would tell future volunteers 

to treat these placements not only as learning experiences but opportunities to advance in their legal career and 

demonstrate to others all the skills they are learning in school and how they can be applied in the professional 

world.” 

- Jason Fitzgerald, 2016 (Hamline) 

 

 

 

“As a part-time student who is also working full-time, I truly appreciated this flexible opportunity. It has put to 

life many of the courses I am currently taking.” 

- Katrina Kressig, 2017 (Mitchell) 

 

 

 

“This experience [Street Law] has shown me the difference between law in theory and law in people's everyday 

lives. The life experiences these kids have had raise different questions and issues than we discuss in our law 

classrooms, which challenges me as a teacher and as a person. I have learned a lot from these kids about how to 

understand different world views based on life experience.” 

- Patrick Hauswald, 2016 (UST) 

 

 

 

“I loved working with the staff at the Self Help Center. I had an amazing experience and gained a lot of 

knowledge about restraining orders. I also gained more experience working with people from all different 

backgrounds.” 

- Dana Swanson, 2017 (U of M) 
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• Appendix A – MJF Staff Contact Information • 
 

Janine Laird, Executive Director 
janine@mnjustice.org 

MJF - U of M Office 

229 19th Avenue South 

Minneapolis, MN 55455 

ph: 612-625-0777 

fax: 612-626-0056 

 

Sara Schwebs, Program Director 

MJF - U of M Office 

229 19th Avenue South 

Minneapolis, MN 55455 

ph: 612-625-1584 

fax: 612-626-0056 

 

Brock Berglund, University of Minnesota Staff Attorney 
uofm@mnjustice.org 

MJF - U of M Office 

229 19th Avenue South 

Minneapolis, MN 55455 

ph: 612-625-4854 

fax: 612-626-0056 

 

Anna Beadle and Susan Morrow, Mitchell Hamline Staff Attorneys 
Students with last names beginning A-N: anna@mnjustice.org 

Students with last names beginning O-Z:  susan@mnjustice.org 

MJF - Mitchell Hamline Office 

875 Summit Avenue 

St. Paul, MN 55105 

ph: 651-290-8658 

fax: 651-290-6407 

 

Christy Botts, University of St. Thomas Staff Attorney 
stthomas@mnjustice.org 

MJF - U of St. Thomas Office 

1000 LaSalle Ave. 

MSL-124 

Minneapolis, MN 55403 

ph: 651-962-4859 

fax: 651-962-4861 

 

 

 


