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Three Facts Every Law Student Should Know

1. Both parties have lawyers in only 24% of civil cases in state courts.

2. The Rule of Law Index ranks the United States 115th out of 140 countries on the affordability and 
accessibility of civil justice.

3. The current federal appropriation for the Legal Services Corporation is less than what Americans spend 
annually on Halloween costumes for their pets.



VIRTUAL ASYLUM 
CLINIC: INTEGRATING 
PRO BONO IN TIMES OF 
CRISIS

Professor Julia Vazquez

Southwestern Law School

AALS 2023



THE LEGAL CONTEXT: TITLE 42

Developed by: 
Human Rights 
Watch



"MIGRANT PROTECTION PROTOCOLS" 
(MPP) / "REMAIN IN MEXICO" 101
 Implementation began in early 2019

 Migrants at the southern border and request asylum:
 Sent back to Mexico
 Await asylum hearing

 MPP 1.0: Less than one percent (0.9%) successful in obtaining 
asylum or any other form of relief.*
 641 individuals out of the over 71,000 asylum seekers

Per TRAC, June 2022 Report, https://trac.syr.edu/immigration/reports/686/

https://trac.syr.edu/immigration/reports/686/


LAW SCHOOL/LEGAL EDUCATION CONTEXT

 Early-on in COVID-19 Pandemic; "The Shift"

 Canceled/postponed traditional pro bono opportunities

 New virtual models of pro bono/legal clinics had not yet 
emerged/were in the works

 Opportunities for student engagement needed

 Perfect storm: Access to Justice need coincided with the need 
for additional pro bono opportunities.

Extreme A2J 
External 
Need

Internal 
Need

Personal 
Impetus



VIRTUAL ASYLUM (PRO SE) CLINIC

Virtual Clinic Goal: Prepare asylum seekers for 
their asylum hearing (pro se)
 Form completion, declaration preparation, evidence and 

country condition collection/organization
 Two institutions: Southwestern Law School & UCLAW
 Critical Race Theory, Southwestern Law School

 Spanish for Lawyers, UCLAW

 Service Day, Southwestern Law School

 Project Partners
 National Lawyers Guild-LA, Immigration Committee*

 Formally (Technology solutions for migrants)

 Borderline Crisis Center, Tijuana, Mexico

 *(member of the California Welcoming Taskforce)



OVERVIEW OF 
THE PRO SE 
CLINIC MODEL
 Migrants sign-up at the Border 
Line Crisis Center in Tijuana, 
Mexico

 Migrants complete their profile 
on Formally and begin their 
asylum forms to the best of their 
ability.

 Law student volunteer 
virtually meets with migrants 
to prepare forms, declarations, 
collect evidence.

 NLG Immigration Volunteer 
Lawyers screen and prepare the 
migrants for pro-se filing of their 
asylum applications.



ESSENTIAL TECHNOLOGY

 Migrants
Formally

WhatsApp

 Law Students
Zoom
Formally

WhatsApp

Google Docs

 Practicing Lawyers
Formally

WhatsApp



CURRICULUM INTEGRATION

 Opt-in Model
 Choice of Virtual Immigration Clinic or an end of term written project

 Substantial portion of grade 30%:

1. Training/Substantive quizzes

 Built into the Pro Bono Training Institute

2. Volunteer shifts (2)

3. Written Product

 Pre-volunteer response to prompt

 Ongoing reflection practice notes (simultaneous to volunteer work)

 Final Written Reflection: Integrates school-wide learning objectives

 For the Critical Race Theory Class: Specific response to a prompt on race, immigration 
and Critical Race Theory

 For the Spanish for Lawyers Class: Specific reflection on language practice and theory



VOLUNTEER TRAINING: SYNCHRONOUS & ASYNCHRONOUS

 Background Training: asynchronous
Pro Bono Training Institute

 Essential Trainings: live/synchronous
 Trauma-informed interviewing & 

counseling

 Using the project systems

 Practice/mock interviews



Lessons Learned

 Robust & Flexible Volunteer Training
 "Flipped training" model: substantive 

asynchronous; practice/scenarios/intake 
practice in live modules

 Students prefer 24/7 access

 Live/Dynamic Training & Clinic Guide
 Google Document, with embedded video 

trainings and forms and surveys
 Changes/Edited as needed

 Inter-institutional collaboration influenced 
volunteerism

 Opportunity for Law Student Leadership
 TA or RA to specifically for this project



Future 
Considerations
 Opt-in Model Versus Mandatory Assignment?

 Expanded Pro Bono/Access to Justice Opportunities 
Introduce Unique Challenges
 Volunteer Expectations

 Pro se models versus full scope representation
 Volunteer & Project "Match"



PRO 
BONO INTEGRATION 

ACROSS THE LAW 
SCHOOL 

CURRICULUM CAN 
BE POWERFUL.

 Law Student Evaluation Prompt: Do you have any other 
comments about your volunteer experience?

 "I would have never done this kind of work before. Thank 
you."

 "I already emailed the pro bono coordinator at [my firm] 
about immigration."

 "I didn't think I would be able to help 
in Spanish. Honestly, at first, I regretted choosing this 
assignment. It was way more work than the paper. But 
after my first WhatsApp call with Marina, I signed up for 
two more."

 "Are the attorneys really not going to represent him in 
court? Can you? We need to find him an attorney."



VIRTUAL social 
justice innovation 
lab that designs, 
builds and tests 
disruptive solutions
to the justice gap

i4J is a…



The FIRST and ONLY
cross-discipline, 
cross-institution,
cross-jurisdiction
social justice 
innovation lab.
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Three Courses 
Align with 
Three Impact 
Areas

Leveraging 
regulatory reform to 
legally empower 
under- served 
populations

Ensuring that justice-
sector tech works for 
low-income 
populations

Using technology to 
aggregate law and 
data for policy 
advocacy

Service
Innovating Legal 
Services

System
UX4Justice

Structure
Legal Innovation 
for Policy 
Advocacy



Three Courses 
Align with 
Three Impact 
Areas

Leveraging 
regulatory reform to 
legally empower 
under- served 
populations

Service
Innovating Legal 
Services



The Justice Gap for low-income America

Civil legal problems are widespread among low-income Americans: 

39%
of low-income households 
experienced five or more 
civil legal problems in the 
past year

74% 
of low-income households 
experienced at least one 
civil legal problem in the 
past year

50 million 
Americans have household 
incomes below 125% of 
the poverty threshold –
including more than 15 
million children and nearly 
8 million seniors





92% of low-
incomeAm
ericans 
navigate 
the civil 
legal 
system 
without 
lawyers.



4 years of college +
3 years of 
law school +
a bar license =
lawyer





i4J =
Community 
advocates 
giving legal 
advice



Three Courses 
Align with 
Three Impact 
Areas

Ensuring that justice-
sector tech works for 
low-income 
populations

System
UX4Justice



Justice has a usability problem.









What is the justice system that you 
want?

What will help you be able to use it?







Three Courses 
Align with 
Three Impact 
Areas

Using technology to 
aggregate law and 
data for policy 
advocacy

Structure
Legal Innovation 
for Policy 
Advocacy





Know 
Law

Use 
Law

Change
Law

Credit: Namati



How might we include these 
concepts in doctrinal courses?
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Consider the issue from the 
perspective of the person 

experiencing the issue.

(see stand in the shoes exercise 
provided in your materials)
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Don’t embrace the first, most 
obvious solution.
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Involve the community in sharing 
their perspectives as part of your 

teaching / the law school 
curriculum.



Access to Justice: Law Reform

Lauren Sudeall
Professor and Faculty Director
Center for Access to Justice

Darcy Meals
Director of Public Interest Programs & Deputy Director, 
Center for Access to Justice

Georgia State University College of Law

2023 AALS Annual Meeting 



Course Topics
• What do “access” & “justice” mean? (Justice Gap)
• Right to counsel – or not (civil/criminal)
• Substantive examples from civil/criminal 

contexts: 
• Civil: Housing and Landlord Law (eviction 

exercise, court observation)
• Criminal: discussions and guest speakers 

on pleas, public defense, fines & fees, 
risk assessment

• Simplification, Plain Language
• Limited Literacy, Bandwidth
• Technology and Access to Justice
• Alternative models/solutions (e.g., non-lawyer)
• Rural access to justice (& comparative/int’l)



Local Context: Mapping the Justice Gap

• The vast majority of Georgia’s 159 
counties are low-population non-
metro counties.

• In Georgia, there are over 1.65 
million households in low to 
moderate income brackets for 
whom legal assistance is 
presumably unaffordable.

• Five Georgia counties do not have 
a single private lawyer and 
another 59 have 10 lawyers or 
fewer.

• All five of the counties without a 
lawyer have a poverty rate well 
above the national average. 



Eviction Exercise
Each student gets a copy of the Eviction Notice and a short recap of 
the facts:

Your name is Ms. Shaw. You are 35 years old, living at 123 Main Street 
in an apartment owned by the plaintiff. 

You pay $450/month in rent and have lived there for two years with 
two young kids as part of the Project Based Rental Assistance program 
operated by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. 

About ten months ago, you had a noisy but nonviolent disagreement 
with another tenant and now Plaintiff, your landlord, wants you to 
vacate the premises. The apartment isn’t your ideal living space – the 
carpet is moldy, there are often bugs and mice running around, and 
there’s a hole in the front door – but it’s your home, you don’t have 
anywhere else to go, and you don’t want to leave. What’s more, your 
landlord never even mentioned having an issue with you or with the 
altercation you had with the other tenant; the eviction notice is the 
first you’ve heard from him.

Along with these facts, each student gets a card with other details 
about their individual circumstances (e.g., non-English speaker; only 
have Internet access on your phone; work 7am to 7pm M-F and no 
vacation leave available)

What do you do?



Court Observation



Things 
to 
watch 
for in 
court

• Signage: What’s there? What’s confusing or missing? Would you know where to go?

• Courtroom dynamics: Who is there? Who seems to be in control? What is the 
racial/gender makeup of landlords/their counsel and the judge/court personnel? Who 
is speaking to whom, and how are people treated? Do people seem to understand what 
is going on?

• Representation: Who has counsel? How are lawyers treated by court personnel (in 
contrast to self-represented parties)?

• Mediation: What role does the mediator play? What’s the dynamic between the actors in 
the mediation room? Are there neutral ways a mediator can be helpful in clarifying 
confusing elements? Is mediation successful? What do the landlord and tenant agree to? 
Does the tenant appear to understand the purpose of mediation? Does the tenant 
understand the outcome of mediation and, if made, the agreement between the parties? 
(How could a judge help clarify as Krent suggests?) Are there claims you would think 
the tenant could have raised had s/he had counsel?

• Explanation of Process/Rights: What information do tenants receive regarding their 
rights? How much legal terminology is used in doing so? Does the judge explain the 
process in advance? Do defendants seem to understand what is happening?

• If you see a trial: How are pro se parties treated vs. represented parties? Are they held 
to the same or different standards?

• Do you observe specific instances where a lawyer might have been helpful?

• Are there simple things that might make dispossessory court less intimidating? 

• What do/could judges do to help? 

• Stick your head in the door at the Housing Court Assistance Center, where 
tenants facing eviction can get free, limited legal assistance filing an answer > 
Can you find it? How would you know to look for it? 

• Does the court make other resources available for 
tenants navigating their case?



User-Centric Legal Design

Images from Margaret Hagan http://legaltechdesign.com/access-innovation/legal-design-manifesto/

Consider:
 what the user cares about in this system 

or context
 how they like to receive information
 how they prefer to interact with others
 what their skills and practices are
 what concerns or limitations they have
 any other constraints or preferences 

your persona may have



Images from Margaret Hagan http://legaltechdesign.com/access-innovation/legal-design-
manifesto/

User-Centric Legal Design

• Encouraging/affirming framing
• Plain language
• Tools to help prepare for court
• User-friendly signage and layout
• Relevant graphics
• Best practices re: fonts
• Use of white space
• Simplified paperwork, simplified 

everything



Simplification & Plain Language

For processes, forms, and rules:
• Collect information only when 

needed and from the person who 
can most easily provide it

• Involve only the necessary 
players

• Minimize the number of steps
• Tailor the forum to the 

proceeding
• Use technology when appropriate
• Streamline so any door is the 

right door



LITERACY

Specialized 
vocabulary, 
knowledge, 

and skills 

Multiple 
formats in 
multiple 

locations to 
accomplish 

multiple tasks

Mastering 
delivery 
systems

Overcoming 
high levels of 

stress and 
anxiety

Legal Literacy



A2J Implementation 
Project



A2J Implementation 
Project
• Define the problem
• Identify your target audience 
• Outline your goals/what the user needs
• Consider what to communicate, how, and

when
• Choose a format 
• Create, using design principles

Make it useful, usable, engaging











Student Feedback
“This was the first class where I learned about what is actually happening 
on the ground and what I can do to help the reality of the legal field I'm about 
to enter . . . I'm surprised that this was the first time I was experiencing this 
since it wasn't until my last semester for law school.”

“The fact that we were able to develop projects and proposals that court staff 
and public interest organizations said they are interested in adopting is 
AMAZING!!!”

“Very glad this course exists at our law school. It empowers students and 
shows them they can make the positive changes they want to see.”

“I think this is a meaningful course and important for any future lawyer to 
understand these issues.”

“I think that this course should be a requirement because it shows law 
students a more practical side of the law. If legal research is a requirement 1L 
year, this should be too.”
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