WEATHERING THE STORM
TEXAS LAWYERS AND THE ECONOMY

Facing Challenging
Economic Times Head On
BY

JOHN B. ATTANASIO

T

o address the impact of the economic downturn on the legal profession, Southern Methodist University Dedman School of Law has
undertaken a number of new initiatives to facilitate employment of our
outstanding students, most notably Partner to Practice and Test Drive.
Both programs were tremendously successful during the past year. Both
will be continued next year until the economy regains its footing.
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ATTANASIO

Fall 2008 was a financially disturbing time for everyone.
Distressing economic news dominated the headlines. The Dow
dropped several hundred points seemingly day after day. Huge
financial institutions failed and much of Wall Street had to be
bailed out by the federal government. It became clear that the
worst recession since the Great Depression was going to significantly impact the entire legal industry. The signs that the legal
employment market was softening quickly became evident.
SMU Law’s personal outreach and marketing efforts to legal
employers, which previously had created a steady flow of excellent job opportunities for students, were suddenly met with
hesitation or reluctance. Postings for clerkships, internships,
and permanent positions that had been published on a daily
basis shrunk significantly.
Many large law firms that only a month or two earlier had
completed the formal on-campus interview process made the
decision to significantly reduce the size of their clerkship classes. Some firms eliminated their summer clerkship programs
altogether. Dozens of even the most prominent law firms
announced layoffs.
The Association for Legal Career Professionals, in its annual
report, Perspectives on Fall 2008 Law Student Recruiting, validated our observations. “After four years of a very strong legal
recruiting market, the fall of 2008 marked what is likely to be
the beginning of a weaker legal employment market that may
last for a number of years,” the report stated. “The most dramatic impact of the current economic situation on legal
employment opportunities can be seen in the numbers that
describe the fall (2008) recruiting of 2Ls. Across employers of
all sizes, the median number of offers extended dropped dramatically from 15 to 10.”
Anticipating the severity of the legal market’s decline as the
financial crisis deepened, the law school’s Office of Career Services, faculty, and senior staff continually met with second and
third-year students to keep them fully informed about the job
market. Our first priority was to help our students understand
how to use this information to adjust to the new legal market.
Additionally, we wanted to help them by implementing innovative and aggressive job development initiatives. The good news
for many 2009 graduates was that they had already received job
offers before the market reversal in October. Overall employment for that class was nationally reported to be quite strong.
The Class of 2010, on the other hand, would feel the brunt
of the effects of the financial crisis. Addressing ways to help
our second-year students get summer clerkships became a top
priority. In February 2010, SMU Law launched Partner to Practice, a job-development initiative assisting second-year law students to obtain legal experience through summer clerkships.
Under Partner to Practice, the law school matched the cost of
the clerkship up to $500 per week for a maximum of $3,500
per student, all without an expectation of permanent employment. SMU Law awarded funds to the student in the form of
tuition remission.
www.texasbar.com/tbj

Within the first two months of announcing Partner to Practice, more than 65 clerkships and internships were created for
our second-year students. Ultimately, Partner to Practice created
86 new summer job opportunities for students, and 76 students completed a Partner to Practice clerkship last summer.
Some have received offers of permanent employment and a
number of students are continuing with their Partner to Practice
employer on a full- or part-time basis throughout this school
year. A secondary benefit of Partner to Practice has been opening doors with employers that formerly had not had clerkship
programs. Many of these employers have expressed the desire
to continue to hire clerks. This program was so successful that
we are continuing it for summer 2011.
The success of Partner to Practice led third-year students to
ask what we could do to help them. As a result, we introduced
our second initiative: Test Drive. We created Test Drive to help
graduates in the Class of 2010 secure post-graduate legal experience that would lead to full-time, long-term employment.
Under this innovative program, SMU Law agrees to cover the
first month’s salary (up to $3,500) if a legal employer agrees to
give a new graduate the opportunity to demonstrate his or her
legal knowledge, skills, work ethic, and professionalism. The
law school also will likely fund a second month if the graduate
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and law firm agree that it could lead to full-time employment.
legal job prospects. Our team compiled the first-hand experiIf the law firm or graduate decides after the first month not to
ences about overcoming a difficult job market and shared this
continue their relationship, there is no further obligation by the
information with the students.
firm or the graduate.
Among other new initiatives, we created the new Federal
Through Test Drive, graduates encourage employers to give
Externship Course, which is designed to make students even
them a chance to prove themselves. The program allows gradumore marketable by giving them practical experience working
ates to take the initiative to contact
with federal judges and by teaching
employers they research and target.
them
about some of the issues they
Many large law firms that
This leverage has given job-seeking
will encounter as judicial externs.
only a month or two earlier had Approximately 17 federal judges
graduates greater confidence and
has generated many new opportunicompleted the formal on-cam- and magistrates are currently particties. Test Drive also was designed to
ipating or have participated in the
pus interview process made two semesters that this program has
incentivize employers who might
otherwise be on the fence about hirthe decision to significantly been offered. About 25 students per
ing in this market. Employers are
semester work under a federal
reduce the size of their clerk- judge’s supervision for 10 to 15
not required to commit to permanent employment up front, and we
ship classes. Some firms elim- hours a week doing research,
will let them petition for a second
trials and other hearings,
inated their summer clerkship observing
month of Test Drive funding, but
and otherwise assisting the judge.
then we attach some strings. Before
programs altogether. Dozens Participating judges include Judge
approving the second month of Test
Catharina Haynes of the U.S. Fifth
of even the most prominent Circuit
Drive funding, we ask an employer
Court of Appeals, as well as
law firms announced layoffs.
to convey a good-faith belief that
U.S. District Judges Jane Boyle,
the opportunity will lead to fullBarbara M.G. Lynn, John H.
time employment.
McBryde, Terry R. Means, Reed O’Connor, and Jorge A. Solis,
Test Drive has proven quite successful. Forty-four graduates
among others, all from the Northern District of Texas.
have completed or are in the process of working in Test Drive
The classroom portion is taught by Judge Joe Fish, senior
employment. To date, more than 93 percent of those who have
judge for the U.S. District Court for the Northern District of
completed their Test Drives have accepted offers of permanent
Texas, and by Senior Lecturer in Law Beverly Dureus. They
employment from law firms and corporations in Texas, New
lead classroom discussions regarding the role of the judicial
York, California, and Missouri. Specifically, 29 received offers
extern; issues that may arise involving confidentiality, conflicts,
of permanent employment and 27 have accepted; one declined
and ethics; as well as legal issues involving jurisdiction, hierarand one is deciding. Only one graduate was not hired. Three
chy of authority, jury selection, and jury instructions, among
completed Month One and then chose to leave the employer.
other topics. Such practical experience is designed to enhance
In addition to the 29 who received permanent offers, three
our students’ experience and marketability leading to postgraduates are continuing with their employers in a six-month
graduation jobs with judges and other employers in the public
internship following their first month of Test Drive.
and private sectors.
Test Drive and Partner to Practice are only two of a number
Partner to Practice, Test Drive, and our other aggressive career
of job development initiatives implemented since the downturn
development initiatives affirm our support of our students and
of the legal market. The school is also educating students on
graduates. We are fortunate to be in a legal community that so
how to conduct their job search in a tough market, maximizing
strongly supports our law school and in a region of the country
their job search through online networking tools, and creativethat has weathered the economic downturn better than most
ly targeting additional employers. Significantly, under the guid— the Texas region and the DFW and Houston metropolitan
ance of Assistant Dean Karen Sargent, in spring 2009 we
areas, in particular. We want to capitalize on the success of our
restructured the Office of Career Services to strengthen its job
prior graduates and maintain and improve our relationships
development focus. The school added two additional lawyers
with legal employers. Test Drive and Partner to Practice provide
whose specific responsibilities are to develop jobs in the small
vehicles for maintaining those important relationships.
firm/corporate sectors and the government/judicial sectors.
To assist our students in the midst of this new reality and to
JOHN B. ATTANASIO
give them a longer-term perspective about their legal careers,
is dean of Southern Methodist University Dedman School of Law.
the Office of Career Services solicited valuable advice from
He serves as the law school liaison to the Texas Young Lawyers
Association.
alumni who graduated in the Classes of 1991, 1992, 2001, and
2002, which are years identified as the last “down markets” for
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