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Lawyers as Heroes: Promoting Altruism in Law 
Students through Pro Bono Teaching Clinics

Nick James and Franci Cantatore 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
The stereotypical conception of a lawyer does not usually evoke thoughts of heroism.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Popular culture abounds with examples of fictional lawyers who demonstrate heroism, from Atticus Finch to Saul Goodman.A ‘hero’ is a person who behaves heroically by providing greater-than-expected benefits to others and by demonstrating moral courage, i.e. a willingness to intervene in norm violations to stop the unfair treatment or degradation of people and violence against weaker individuals.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
There are many examples of heroic ‘real life’ lawyers.A lawyer’s thorough understanding of legal and political systems, and their skills in logical and legal reasoning, critical thinking, oral and written communication, advocacy and dispute resolution, mean that they are well qualified to effect substantial and positive legal, social and political reform should they choose to devote the effort and time to doing so. Well known and influential lawyers include Mahatma Ghandi, Nelson Mandela, John F Kennedy, Gillian Triggs and Michael Kirby, all of whom have had, and continue to have, substantial and positive impacts upon the lives of others. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Countless numbers of lesser known, but no less heroic, lawyers quietly contribute to the public good and efforts to achieve social justice by volunteering in community legal centres and participating in law reform efforts.Given the enormous potential for law school graduates to make heroic contributions to the wellbeing of their communities, it can be argued that law schools have a moral obligation to cultivate in law students positive personal attributes and virtues such as altruism in addition to the more traditional understanding and competencies. Too often, however, the cultivation of such attributes and virtues within the formal law school curriculum receives limited attention. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
The embedding of clinical experiences within the law degree provides law students with a wide range of educational benefits, and a substantial body of literature concerned with characteristics and advantages of CLE has emerged in recent decades. The CLE literature examines the ways in which engaging in clinical experiences develops law students’ ability to interact with clients, undertake practical legal research, and hone their problem solving skills.A pro bono teaching clinic is a clinic where law students work with legal practitioners to provide legal services, free of charge or at a discounted rate, to clients who would not otherwise be able to access legal advice and assistance. This includes legal assistance to individuals or organisations who can ‘demonstrate a need for legal assistance but cannot access the legal system without incurring significant financial hardship’, to individuals or organisations whose matter raises an issue of public interest, and to charities and other non-profit organisations.



CLE and student pro bono activity are vital components of a comprehensive social justice 
education at law school. They should both exist in all law schools in Australia so as to 
provide a proper legal education for students. It is important that they be managed as 

complementary activities, occurring in close cooperation with each other.
John Corker, ‘How Does Pro Bono Students Australia (PBSA) Fit with Clinical Legal Education in Australia?’ (2005) 6

[S]uch opportunities will instil in law students one of the fundamental values of the legal 
profession – the desire to promote justice, fairness and morality for all, and in particular the 

poor, disadvantaged and marginalised members of society.
Les McCrimmon, ‘Mandating a Culture of Service: Pro Bono in the Law School Curriculum’ 

(2003) 14(1) Legal Education Review 53, 54



Heroism science and legal education

Contribution 1
Elevating the narrative

By emphasising the potential for lawyers to play heroic 
roles, and by focussing upon the development of heroic 
virtues at law school, the application of heroism science 
to legal education has the potential to elevate the legal 
education narrative, and shift the emphasis away from 
the acquisition of knowledge and development of skills 
and towards the transformation of the self.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The field of heroism science has the potential to make at least three import contributions to the teaching of law.It is common to conceive of legal education as the process of learning about the law (its content, foundations, contexts, consequences etc) and developing practical legal skills as preparation for a career practising or working with the law. By emphasising the potential for lawyers to play heroic roles, and by focussing upon the development of heroic virtues at law school, the application of heroism science to legal education has the potential to elevate the legal education narrative, and shift the emphasis away from the acquisition of knowledge and development of skills and towards the transformation of the self.Elevating the narrative in this manner also has to potential to shift law student motivations from extrinsic to intrinsic. 



Heroism science and legal education

Contribution 2
The Virtues of Heroic Lawyering

Heroism science offers law teachers a clearer 
understanding of the nature of heroic lawyering and of 
the specific virtues required to qualify as a heroic lawyer. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The heroism science literature provides law teachers with the insight and resources to more clearly enumerate the virtues of a heroic lawyer, and thus to explicitly embed those virtues within the law school curriculum.



Heroism science and legal education

Contribution 3
The Heroic Journey

The metaphor of the hero’s journey can be used by law 
teachers to help law students to make sense of the 
challenges they face in the law school environment, to 
inspire them to persevere despite those challenges, to 
ensure they appreciate importance of developing not 
only their practical legal skills but also heroic virtues, and 
to inspire them to use the magical talisman they earn –
their legal expertise – for the benefit of their community 
once they return ‘home’.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The metaphor of the hero’s journey can be used by clinical law teachers, for example, to help law students to make sense of the challenges they face in the clinical environment, to inspire them to persevere despite those challenge, to ensure they appreciate importance of developing not only their practical legal skills but also heroic virtues such as altruism, and to inspire them to use the magical talisman they earn – their legal expertise – for the benefit of their community once they return ‘home’.



Bond Law Clinic - Challenges

Challenge 1
Many of the participating students struggle with the 
differences between learning the law in the classroom 
and advising real clients about the law applicable to their 
real legal problems. 

Challenge 2
The goal of promoting in students capacities such as 
empathy, altruism and courage is not one that is 
operationalised in a systematic manner. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Bond Law Clinic faces at least two significant challenges in achieving these objectives. First of all, many of the participating students struggle with the differences between learning the law in the classroom and advising real clients about the law applicable to their real legal problems. This is because there is often a disparity between the expectations of law teachers and the expectations of real clients about how to address and resolve legal problems. These challenges can cause law students to experience stress and anxiety in the early stages of the clinic, especially when clients appear emotionally upset by their problems. Secondly, the goal of promoting in students capacities such as empathy, altruism and courage is not one that is operationalised in a systematic manner. Nor has the extent to which the goal has been achieved been systematically evaluated. There is little or no research available in this area, perhaps because of logistical issues inherent in tracking law students into the workplace and the difficulty of measuring the altruistic effect of their clinical experience. 



Simply participating in a pro bono program while at law school will not necessarily manifest 
in a willingness to engage in pro bono work following graduation. The experience must be 

monitored closely to ensure that the educational objective – that is, to foster or, in some 
cases, to inculcate, an ethic of volunteer service – is achieved. 

Les McCrimmon, ‘Mandating a Culture of Service: Pro Bono in the Law School Curriculum’ 
(2003) 14(1) Legal Education Review 53, 68

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is particularly concerning in light of observations that there is in Australian law schools ‘significant hesitation, possibly even a lack of sufficient interest, in working for the public good’ and that [s]imply participating in a pro bono program while at law school will not necessarily manifest in a willingness to engage in pro bono work following graduation. The experience must be monitored closely to ensure that the educational objective – that is, to foster or, in some cases, to inculcate, an ethic of volunteer service – is achieved.Les McCrimmon, ‘Mandating a Culture of Service: Pro Bono in the Law School Curriculum’ (2003) 14 Legal Education Review 53, 68.



Proposal 1
Clinical Program Objectives
A clinical program such as the Bond 
Law Clinic should have learning 
outcomes describing the 
knowledge students are expected 
to acquire and the skills students 
are expected to develop. They 
should also include a description of 
the personal traits students are 
expected to develop as a result of 
participating in the program. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The application of heroism science to clinical legal education thus results in three specific proposals to enhance the Bond Law Clinic and other such pro bono law clinics. These proposals focus upon the program objectives, the program activities and the program evaluation.Clinical programs, like all educational programs, must have clearly enumerated objectives setting out the learning outcomes student participants are expected to achieve upon completion of the program. A clinical program such as the Bond Law Clinic should have learning outcomes describing the knowledge students are expected to acquire and the skills students are expected to develop. They should also include a description of the personal traits students are expected to develop as a result of participating in the program. Lists and explanations of heroic virtues such as the Great Eight Traits described earlier can be drawn upon to create such a description. The first proposal is that a set of learning outcomes for the Bond Law Clinic be prepared, including a list of the specific heroic virtues students are expected to cultivate, as well as an explanation of each of those virtues for the benefit of both the participating academics and the students.



Proposal 2
Clinical Program Activities
For many students participation in the 
clinic is a stressful experience, not least 
because the students often discover that 
they lack the ability to perform the 
relevant task competently, at least at first. 
The metaphor of the hero’s journey 
provides the students – as well as the 
academics and the practitioners – with a 
narrative structure that explains and 
justifies both the challenges and the need 
for assistance.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Participation in the clinic is for many students the first time that they apply the skills they have learned in the classroom in a realistic context, working with real lawyers helping real clients to address real legal problems. For many students this is a stressful experience, not least because the students often discover that they lack the ability to perform the relevant task competently, at least at first. In order to be successful the students must be willing to admit the full extent of their ignorance and inexperience, and rely upon the guidance of their lawyer mentors. The metaphor of the hero’s journey provides the students – as well as the academics and the practitioners – with a narrative structure that explains and justifies both the challenges and the need for assistance. The second proposal is that the hero’s journey be made explicit at the outset, ideally during the induction phase of the clinical experience. Students should be introduced to the notion of the hero’s journey, and encouraged to draw their own parallels between the hero’s journey, their own experience participating in the clinic, and their overall experience at law school.



Proposal 3
Clinical Program Evaluation
If the objectives of the program include 
the inculcation within the students of the 
range of heroic traits, it is important that 
the program be evaluated to determine 
whether or not those objectives have 
been achieved. The heroic traits 
developed as a result of participating in 
the program should be traits that the 
students continue to demonstrate after 
completion of the program.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In establishing and administering an educational program it is essential that steps be taken to evaluate the program in order to ascertain the success or otherwise of the program, and to identify ways in which the program can be approved. If the objectives of the program include the inculcation within the students of the range of heroic traits, it is important that the program be evaluated to determine whether or not those objectives have been achieved. The heroic traits developed as a result of participating in the program should be traits that the students continue to demonstrate after completion of the program. The third proposal is that the administrators of the Bond Law Clinic make contact with students who have participated in the Clinic in the past and interview them about the extent to which participation in the clinic developed the heroic traits identified as objectives of the program and, more importantly, the extent to which the students continue to possess and act upon those traits today. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Developing and sustaining heroic traits in law students is however an enormous a challenge. It is clear that pro bono teaching clinics in law schools offer multiple benefits – both personal pedagogical and employability benefits for the students themselves, and benefits for the wider community through the provision of pro bono legal services and the cultivation in law students of a commitment to the public good and to positive social and political reform – but Australian law schools have not fully embraced these opportunities. Heroism science can do much to assist law schools in this regard.
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