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WOMEN OF LEX BREVIS 

 

 

 

Name: Julia Napolitano 

 

Class Year: 2023 

 

Hometown: Wolcott, CT 

 

Staff Position: Staff Writer 

 

Academic Background: 

I received my Bachelor of Science in Po-
litical Science in 2019 from Southern 
Connecticut State University. I attend law 
school in the part-time evening program in 
Fall 2019. During the evening, and I work 
full time as a paralegal at a civil litigation 
firm in Hartford, CT. 

 

Law School Extra Curricular Involve-
ment: 

Member of the Student Bar Association 
Evening Committee 

Lex Brevis Staff Writer  

 

 

 

 

 

Why did you want to become a lawyer? 

From a young age, it was obvious that I 
was drawn to a challenge. Being a lawyer 
allows you to face conflicts every single 
day. In facing these different types of con-
flicts, lawyers have the opportunity to uti-
lize strong communication, analytical 
thinking, and negotiation to problem 
solve. Every single day is a challenge in 
the office of an attorney. It is through 
these conflicts that lawyers are able to 
make a meaningful difference in the lives 
of clients. Lawyers were made for conflict 
resolution, and lawyers were made to 
make a difference in the lives of their cli-
ents. I cannot wait to call myself a lawyer. 

  

What area of the law do you hope to 
practice in? 

Considering I am just beginning my law 
school journey, I haven’t set my heart on 
one area of law just yet. I am eager to 
learn more about Estate Planning, Probate 
Law, and Real Estate Law. I am hoping to 
continue to gain experience in different 
areas of the law over the next few years 
and settle into the area I feel most passion-
ate about.   

  

Academic/Extracurricular Accomplish-
ments: 

Golden Key National Honors Society  

Graduated Magna Cum Laude 

Southern Connecticut State University's 
Political Science Honor Society  

Zeta Delta Epsilon Honor Society  
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Name: Rachel Ferreira 

 

Class Year: 1L Part- time Evening 

 

Hometown/State: Newington, CT (but 
originally from Warren, NJ) 

 

Staff Position: Staff writer 

 

Academic Background: Graduated from 
UConn with a BS with a concentration in 
research psychology and a double minor 
from in Spanish and political science. I 
graduated from UConn in May 2017. I 
attended Watchung Hills Regional High 
School in Warren, NJ and graduated in 
2013.  

 

Volunteer/Community Involvement: 
Formerly a Special Olympics Coach, a 
member of AXO sorority and a peer edu-
cator  

 

 

 

 

Law School Extra-Curricular Involve-
ment: Student Bar Association Evening 
Student Committee 

 

Why did you want to become a lawyer? 
As a first generation American being an 
attorney allows me to live my dream of 
being an advocate for change.   

 

What area of the law do you hope to 
practice in? I am still exploring the dif-
ferent areas of law to find my calling but 
have developed an interest in transactional 
law that I hope to continue to explore. 

 

Academic/Extracurricular Accomplish-
ments: 

Member of Psi Chi 

Member of the Founding Executive Board 
for AXO sorority 

Dean’s List (University of Connecticut-
Storrs) 
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Name: Chelsea Contrada 

Class Year: 2023 

Hometown/State: West Springfield, 
MA 

 

Academic Background:  

Bachelor of Arts, English from Keene 
State College; 

 Master of Library and Information Sci-
ence, Simmons College 

Staff Position: Staff Writer 

 

Volunteer/Community Involvement:  

Working full time and going to law 
school leaves little time for volunteering. 
During the day, I am a librarian at 
Springfield Technical Community Col-
lege where I work with faculty and stu-
dents to reduce the cost of textbooks and 
course materials. I also do this on the 
state level as a member of the state’s 
Open Education Resources Advisory 
Council.  

 

Law School Extra-Curricular Involve-
ment: 

Staff Writer for Lex Brevis  

 

Why did you want to become a law-
yer?  

My current job requires that I know a lot 
about copyright law; I do know but I 
would like to know more. In addition, 
while I do not plan to be a law librarian, 
I think that librarianship and the law 
complement each other. Both require 
excellent research and writing skills, as 
well as a passion to serve our communi-
ty.  

 

What area of the law do you hope to 
practice in?  

Intellectual property, but I am keeping 
an open mind.  
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Name: Maureen Carroll 

Class Year: 2022 

Hometown/State: Leicester, MA 

Academic Background:  

I double majored in Urban Studies and 
Geography at Worcester State University 

Staff Position: Photographer 

 

Volunteer/Community Involvement: 

Board member, Easter Seals of Central 
Massachusetts, 2017-2018; 

Board member; Social Media Corre-
spondent Jane Fund of Central Massa-
chusetts, 2014-2016 

 

Law School Extra-Curricular Involve-
ment: 

Lex Brevis Photographer, 2019-Present 

National Lawyer’s Guild, 2018, 2019, 
2020 

Have been trained as a Legal Observer 
and attended one rally (2019) 

 

Why did you want to become a law-
yer? 

In short, because I always root for the    
underdog. 

I grew up in a family where, “I know a 
guy” referred not to “fixing” a situation, 
but to the uncle, cousin or friend who 
could fix the leaky sink, the hole in the 
roof or identify the mystifying sound 
emanating from your sister’s engine. I 
heard legal advice tossed about like folk-
lore, anecdotal stories of what to do and 
what not to do.  

After spending six years in the non-profit 
sector, wherein my clients offered simi-
lar legal analyses built on tv shows and 
living room banter, I knew for certain 
that I want to be that “guy” referred to in 
these circles and provide aggressive and 
sound advocacy to people.  

Ultimately, I want to work on prison re-
form. I regard the loss of liberty as the 
ultimate last resort in a system that 
should lean into rehabilitation of the per-
son. Those who lose the right to walk 
freely are often those unable to best ar-
ticulate their interests or those who have 
been marginalized on the outside. Abus-
es and mistreatment in a broken system 
shouldn’t follow them to the inside.    

 

What area of the law do you hope to 
practice in? 

My goal is to work in criminal defense. I 
have an interest in post-conviction ap-
peals and am looking for opportunities to 
gain exposure to this.  
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Name: Shama Thakkar (f/k/a Shama 
Patel) 

Class Year: 2021 

Hometown/State: New Milford, NJ 

Academic Background:  

Rutgers University, 2009 – BA in Politi-
cal Science 

Staff Position:    

Copy Editor 

 

Volunteer/Community Involvement: 

 

Volunteer, ACLU Hotline – October 
2019 – Present  

Review voicemails, perform intake in-
terviews, summarize claims, and make 
referrals as necessary. 

Contact Listener, Contact We Care 

Grief Hotline – January 2012 – July 

2017 

Delivered crisis intervention by phone 
with National Suicide Prevention Life-
line for actively suicidal people.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Legal Volunteer, Northeast New Jer-
sey Legal Services – May 2008 – Sep-
tember 2010  

Interviewed clients and prepared intakes 
to determine eligibility for legal services 
for issues regarding landlord/tenant, 
housing, consumer problems, public 
benefits and employment. 

 

Law School Extra-Curricular Involve-
ment: 

Copy Editor, Lex Brevis (student publi-
cation), 2019 – Present. Member, Nego-
tiation Team, 2019 – Present 

 

Why did you want to become a law-
yer? 

I want to focus on helping minorities in 
navigating the law, whether it deals with 
family law or immigration. 

 

What area of the law do you hope to 
practice in? 

Family Law. 
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Name: Julie Page 

Class Year: 2020 

 

Hometown/State: South Deerfield, MA 

 

Academic Background: 

MBA with a dual concentration in Fi-
nance and Human Resources,  

BA in Technical Theatre from UMass, 
Amherst where I received the Chancel-
lor’s Award for Departmental Excellence 
which included a waiver of tuition for 
my Senior year.  

 

Staff Position: Staff writer 

 

Volunteer/Community Involvement: 

EMT and firefighter with additional 
training and involvement in both Urban 
and Rural Search and Rescue, Critical 
Incident Stress Management, PTSD pre-
vention and mitigation.  Member of an 
“All Hazards” Disaster Response team 
where, in addition to medical support, 
I’m trained in structural analysis, re-
sponse assessment planning, budget re-
porting, and FEMA/MEMA funding and 

reimbursements.    

Law School Extra-Curricular Involve-
ment: 

Trained as Legal Observer with NLGA, 
Trained for Phone intakes with ACLU, 
Student Ambassador to many open hous-
es and new student info sessions, Presi-
dent, Co-president and/or Chair, of HLA, 
WLA, Environmental Law, and Enter-
tainment Law. Over the last 4 years (as a 
part time evening student) I’ve been an 
SBA Evening Student Rep (for a couple 
of Semesters; Copy Editor for Lex Brev-
is for a couple of semesters (2-3). Staff 
Writer for Lex Brevis for a couple of se-
mesters (3-4); Two-time attendee of 
Cover Retreat (second time as support 
staff as WNEU has the host school); One 
attendee of RebLaw at Yale; Member of 
the Federalist Society (2-3 years); and 
PAD member.    

 

Why did you want to become a law-
yer? 

I originally came to law school to write 
healthcare law, specifically, health care 
law that protects transgender people. Pri-
or to starting Law school, I’d been work-
ing in the legal department of an insur-
ance company as a subject matter expert 
in “Obama-Care Law”.  Language I 
drafted addressing the medical necessity 
threshold for transgender surgery has 
been accepted in at least 20 states. 

 

What area of the law do you hope to 
practice in? 

Either Criminal or Civil Litigation 
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Name: Tara Morrison 

Class Year: 2020 

Hometown/State: Keene, New Hamp-
shire 

Academic Background:  

I graduated with a bachelor’s degree in 
Liberal Arts from Hampshire College, 
with a concentration in Studio Art and 
Psychology. While at WNE School of 
Law I have participated in the Legal 
Services Clinic as well as the Interna-
tional Human Rights Clinic and was a 
recipient of the John J. Curtin Jr. Justice 
Fellowship through the American Bar 
Association’s Commission on Home-
lessness and Poverty.  

Staff Position: Staff Writer 

 

Volunteer/Community Involvement:  

Volunteer Coordinator for the American 
Civil Liberties Union of Western Massa-
chusetts legal hotline.  

 

Law School Extra-Curricular In-
volvement:  

President of the Public Interest Law As-
sociation, Vice President of the Interna-
tional Law Students Association, mem-
ber of the National Lawyers Guild, 
Western New England Chapter, two-
year participant in the Phillip C. Jessup 
International Law Moot Court Team, 
Online Content Editor for the Western 
New England Law Review. 

 

Why did you want to become a law-
yer?  

 

I did not originally plan to become a 
lawyer; I was actually planning on be-
coming a counselor. However, after 
working as a mental health worker for 
several years with children who were in 
the custody of the state, I decided that I 
wanted to pursue a role as legal advo-
cate for children and families. 

 

What area of the law do you hope to 
practice in?  

 

I am planning to practice in family de-
fense law in Springfield and Holyoke, 
and I hope to represent clients both at 
the trial level and on appeal. I am also 
hoping to eventually join the trial panel 
for juvenile advocacy and represent ju-
venile clients in both delinquency cases 
and in “CRA’s” (Child Requiring Assis-
tance).  
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Julie Steiner: Woman of  Progress 

 

   by Stephen J. Kubick 

 

 Many 1L’s think that they know Julie 

Steiner from the warm welcome she gives 

every 1L class when they arrive bright-

eyed and bushy-tailed for their first year of 

law school.  Luckily for her, she didn’t get 

to see our 1L class for the rest of the se-

mester (she didn’t teach torts to 1L’s this 

year, as she normally does).  I sometimes 

wish I could take a picture of even the 

most together, coiffed and stylish among 

us.  It’s hard to keep up with the Joneses 

when you are “reading the law,” studying, 

interviewing, writing, and manically/

maniacally vaping as a result. 

 Professor Steiner has won the Cathe-

rine J. Jones Excellence in Teaching 

Award at WNE Law four times now, and 

also won two awards while teaching at St. 

John’s Law, in Trump’s very own Jamai-

ca, Queens, New York:  a Teacher of the 

Year Award, and a Dean’s Teaching 

Award.  This is a woman who doesn’t let 

the grass grow under her feet, so to speak.  

Prior to being the go-to expert in the re-

gion on Cannabis Law, she already had a 

storied law career in New York. 

 After graduating from Boston Univer-

sity School of Law (and being a Visiting 

Student of International and Comparative 

Law at Oxford, no less), she clerked for 

the Honorable Peter T. Kilborn in the 

Land Court Division of the Trial Court of 

the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.  It 

was a bench court, so every case was de-

cided by the judge.  There, she learned 

about the neutral judgment required in 

court, before heading to New York. 

She quickly worked her way up 

from an Associate Litigator at the late 

Governor Dewey’s own Dewey Bal-

lantine, LLP, to join its Environmental and 

Natural Resource Group with a group of 

like-minded individuals who were sup-

portive of professional women and differ-

  V O I C E S  
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ent from some of the cigar-chomping, back

-slapping males at the firm who sometimes 

– via e-mails and comments that would not 

be tolerated in today’s workplace – made it 

a challenge to focus on the work and be the 

very best. 

She certainly rose up to the chal-

lenge.  At Dewey, she served as Editor-in-

Chief of the firm newspaper and handled 

pro bono criminal appeals through the Vol-

unteer Appellate Defender division of the 

Office of the Appellate Defender.  Ulti-

mately, she participated in a wide-ranging 

environmental and energy practice focus-

ing on administrative, federal and state liti-

gation, handling both corporate transac-

tions and regulatory compliance for the 

firm. 

Professor Steiner and her team then 

moved laterally to K&L Gates, LLP.  Yes, 

that Gates family.  They continued their 

trailblazing by founding K&L’s New York 

Environmental, Land Use and Natural Re-

source Department.  There, she worked on 

everything from the Clean Air Act to toxic 

torts (two subjects she teaches) to natural 

resource damage litigation and environ-

mental insurance coverage, all at the feder-

al, state and territorial level, as well as ad-

ministrative litigation and appeals. 

Professor Steiner was admitted to 

the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and 

State of New York bars in the mid-90’s, 

and to both the Southern District of New 

York and Eastern District of New York in 

2004.  She is a member of the Hampden 

County Bar Association.  In addition to her 

Intro to the Law course at WNE, she teach-

es Cannabis Law and Policy, Basic and 

Advanced Environmental Law, Sustaina-

bility Law, Torts, Toxic Torts, Municipal 

Law, and Land Use Law. 

Her scholarly work includes 

Guardians of Municipal Public Trees:  

Commonwealth of Massachusetts Tree 

Wardens’ Authority and Accountability, 38 

W. New Eng. L. Rev. 377 (2016), which 

came about during her work with the actual 
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tree wardens.  She also wrote Interim Pay-

ments and Economic Damages to Compen-

sate Private-Party Victims of Hazardous 

Releases, 98 Marq. L. Rev. 1313 (2015), 

and a number of articles about environ-

mental enforcement. 

 More recently, she published Canna-

bis Law:  New Regulations from the Can-

nabis Control Commission, “Point of 

View” Magazine (February 2020), and 

Cannabis Law:  The Massachusetts Can-

nabis Equity Program, “Point of View” 

Magazine (November 2018).  Last year, 

Julie E. Steiner Consulting LLC in Am-

herst was contracted by Springfield Mayor 

Sarno to assist the City of Springfield to 

create and implement a fair Community 

Host Agreement process for cannabis es-

tablishments, and to advise on its zoning. 

 I mentioned to Professor Steiner that 

she earned a 5/5 with ratemyprofes-

sors.com.  One of the many comments is 

that she “truly cares about her students and 

their success.”  We then proceeded to have 

a discussion about how things have and 

have not changed in the legal profession, 

with regard to gender and male privilege.  

Professor Steiner said that her experience 

at BU was excellent, and that the students 

were about 50% female at the time.  But 

when I asked about the law firms, it did 

give her pause.  In her own words, she was 

fortunate to have worked in a supportive 

niche environmental practice group.  While 

working at her law firm, she was one of the 

first women to work on a flex-time sched-

ule after having her first child.   

And yet, in the larger firm context, 

she had to overlook open locker room talk, 

where “you had to act like you didn’t hear 

it and go about your professional busi-

ness.”  She also states, “While it was part 

of the culture back then, it was never right.  

We shouldn’t have had to accept demean-

ing or sexualized language or behavior.  

For my part, I wore my pantsuits, big 

shoes, and tried to tune it out.  I was never 

physically assaulted, but do know people 

who went through some major stuff.  The 

#MeToo movement has opened the door 

for women to feel more secure in reporting 
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such unprofessional behavior, instead of 

navigating it.  Dramatic cultural shifts are 

taking place, which is a positive develop-

ment.” 

 If you find that your law studies on 

campus do not always afford you time to 

talk to Professor Steiner about her many 

accomplishments, she is happy to serve as 

a role model for young students, as people 

like Ruth Bader Ginsburg were for her 

generation.  One of her more recent panels 

was a Primer for Solo and Small Firms on 

the Commonwealth’s New Marijuana Reg-

ulations (May 2019 at WNE, UMass Dart-

mouth, and the John Adams Courthouse in 

Boston).  She was also an invited panelist 

at Seeing Green:  Massachusetts’ Experi-

ence with Regulated Marijuana, Two Years 

In (October 2019 at the Social Law Library 

in Boston). 

 On March 26, we will have the oppor-

tunity to see her speak at UMass Amherst 

(although it has stopped having live classes 

due to the coronavirus pandemic) at a Zube 

Lecture.  “Her scholarly work,” the bio 

says, “focuses on legal policy reform and 

enforcement theory.  Current research fo-

cuses on the historical development of, and 

normative approaches to, cannabis law and 

policy.  She is interested in the use of so-

cial media to advance knowledge-

building.” 

 And with that, we see our own Profes-

sor Julie Steiner not just as a Woman in 

Law for our special edition of Lex Brevis 

this month, but as a Woman of Progress.  

She’s progressive, she’s tech-savvy, and 

she’s singularly focused on the new cause 

célèbre, Cannabis Law.  It’s the major so-

cial shift of our time, the gender shifting 

that trailblazers like herself have made 

possible for the rest of us notwithstanding.  

And she really does have a career to launch 

1,000 ships. 
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 As a full-time professional and part-

time law student my days feel long, and I 

often find myself plagued with questions 

about how to balance it all, and wondering 

whether this balance will get any easier 

when I am practicing?  I look around at 

my peers and am reminded of the sheer 

strength and commitment it takes to bal-

ance school, a profession, friends, and 

family. Utter awe and admiration fill my 

mind, especially when I think of all the 

strong and determined women who paved 

the path before me and have found suc-

cess in a challenging profession. I feel 

grateful and humbled to be at an institu-

tion that has and continues to cultivate 

these women today. One of these incredi-

ble women is our beloved Dean of Aca-

demic Affairs, Beth Cohen. Over the last 

11 years Dean Cohen has advocated 

fiercely for her students and helped to 

shape the institution and policies that exist 

today.  

 At the end of this year, Dean Cohen 

will be retiring from her position as Dean 

of Academic Affairs and returning to the 

faculty. Among all of her tremendous ac-

colades, Dean Cohen was also the first 

woman to serve as Dean of Academic Af-

fairs at Western New England School of 

Law. Dean Cohen was gracious enough to 

sit down with me to offer me some of her 

thoughts and wisdom as her time as Dean 

winds down.  

 As we sat in Dean Cohen’s bright of-

fice, we began by talking a little about her 

professional journey and what ultimately 

brought her to academia. She decided to 

attend law school because she was inter-

ested in politics and most importantly 

helping people. When she entered law 

school her class was the first class that 

was 50% woman, which she mentioned, 

felt like a great turning point for the legal 

profession. During her time as a law stu-

dent, Dean Cohen completed an internship 

with Greater Boston Legal Services in the 

family law unit which she noted was a 

tremendous experience. After graduation, 

she began working in a small litigation 

firm in Boston. As she thought about her 

experience, she noted that although she 

was the only woman in the firm, she luck-

ily had peers that she could rely on for 

support and thoughtful dialogue as she 

 Commitment to Community:                               
A Conversation with Dean Cohen  

 

by Rachel Ferreira 

C O N V E R S A T I O N S  
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began her legal career. She emphasized the 

importance of establishing relationships 

and building your network as it is crucial to 

have a strong support system. She noted 

that this extends past your professional life 

and to your personal life as well.  

 Following her time in litigation, Dean 

Cohen took her first step into academia, 

when she spent two years teaching at her 

alma mater, Suffolk University. She men-

tioned that, although she had really enjoyed 

law school and found it an intellectually 

interesting and exciting educational experi-

ence, she had never considered teaching. 

During her time at Suffolk she uncovered 

her passion for working with students and 

teaching. After her two years teaching Le-

gal Research and Writing at Suffolk Uni-

versity, Dean Cohen worked as a clerk to 

the Honorable Michael Ponsor of the Unit-

ed States District Court. It was after her 

time as a law clerk that she made her tran-

sition to Western New England University 

School of Law. She began as a legal re-

search and writing professor and transi-

tioned through various roles before becom-

ing Dean. Dean Cohen stated one of the 

most important things she learned through-

out her journey was that “You don’t know 

how things are going to turn out and that’s 

why you should always be open to new 

opportunities.” 

 As we spoke, I expressed my struggle 

with finding a balance and my preoccupa-

tion with being able to find this balance in 

my future professional and familial en-

deavors. Dean Cohen looked at me with 

kindness and emphatically assured me that 

“It’s hard and we have a long way to go for 

parody and equity. When my kids were 

young, I had hopes that by this time there 

would be more support for working parents 

and more opportunities such as job-sharing 

and flex-time.  I think the responsibility 

tends to still fall primarily to women and it 

adds a layer of conflict and complexity es-

pecially for working woman and all work-

ing parents and it is still unfortunately dif-

ficult to navigate. The law and legal pro-

fession do not move quickly. But I hope 

that we will see changes and more support 

for working families and many things have 

improved.  It is up to the future lawyers to 

be more accommodating and creative.” She 

noted that many companies, solo practices, 

and smaller firms are becoming more pop-

ular as they provide individuals with more 

control over their schedules and are focus-

ing on work-life balance and being more 
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family friendly.  

 She mentioned that the university is 

part of this commitment to be more flexi-

ble and accommodating and remarked that 

the evening program has been in existence 

at WNEU as long as the law school. As 

we spoke about how the institution has 

changed over the years Dean Cohen 

acknowledged that “the school has 

changed over time as a reflection of the 

people that are here. This job is limited 

only by your own imagination.” As we 

spoke Dean Cohen emphasized the im-

portance of lawyers as community advo-

cates. “Lawyers are problem solvers and 

there is no shortage of problems to be 

solved.” She highlighted some of the op-

portunities for students to grow in their 

commitment to community through work 

with the mini-law school program and pro 

bono opportunities.  

 As we began to wrap up our conver-

sation, I posed the final question, if you 

could go back and offer advice to your 

younger self what you would say. Dean 

Cohen sat thoughtfully for a moment be-

fore proceeding “My advice would be to 

have more confidence and trust in myself, 

to worry less, and to be open to changes. 

It is also important in this profession, and 

in life, to always have a backup plan and 

to understand the value of taking a mo-

ment to reflect instead of being reactive, 

and to always remember the importance of 

being kind - it matters. There is an enor-

mous value in reflection as it often leads 

to a more positive response.” As I left her 

office, I found myself thinking about just 

how impactful and relevant her advice 

was—I for one could use a little less wor-

ry and a little more confidence and trust.  

In Conclusion: 

 A sincere thank you to Dean Cohen 

for taking the time to share her story, per-

spective, and advice. It is with immense 

gratitude that I also thank her for her ex-

emplary service to the betterment and ad-

vancement of our school. Her tremendous 

commitment to the students of Western 

New England School of Law is remarka-

ble and appreciated.  

 Dean Cohen’s unwavering commit-

ment to community, both narrow and 

broad and her philosophy of lawyers as 

“compassionate community problem solv-

ers” are attributes I hope to embody as I 

continue through my professional journey. 

Thank you, Dean Cohen, we are so lucky 

to have you. 
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 You Have Earned This  
 

by Chelsea Contrada  

 Here at WNEU, we are incredibly 

lucky to have a talented group of faculty 

and administrators. Each of them go above 

and beyond to share their knowledge and 

expertise with the next generation of law 

professionals. Among them is Professor 

Bridgette Baldwin.  

 Professor Baldwin has been teaching 

at WNEU for approximately twelve years; 

her courses include Criminal Law, Crimi-

nal Procedure Investigation, Critical Race 

Theory, Evidence, and more. In addition 

to her many years of teaching at WNEU 

and Northeastern University, she brings 

valuable experience as an attorney to the 

classroom. Professor Baldwin is known 

for having high expectations for her stu-

dents and for her in-depth knowledge of 

the criminal justice system.  

 For our Women in Law issue, Profes-

sor Baldwin was kind enough to offer 

thoughts and reflections on her career as 

an attorney and an instructor.  

What inspired you to become a lawyer?  

I am not sure why initially I wanted to be a 

lawyer, I made that decision when I was 

about 10 years old. I am not even sure I 

knew what a lawyer was when I made that 

decision.  As I got older and maybe a little 

more aware of my social environment, I 

wanted to be a lawyer because I thought 

people who looked like me or people who 

came from my environment needed to see 

people who looked like them. I thought I 

could make a difference, be an advocate, 

advocate for change. 

What inspired you to start teaching?  

I am not sure I was “inspired” to teach as 

opposed to the fact that I had an awesome 

opportunity and I grabbed it. I was moving 

to Massachusetts and I decided to contact 

alum from my law school who were in the 

Boston area.  As chance would have it, the 

person I spoke with was leaving North-

eastern University and recommended me 

for his position. Because I enjoyed teach-

ing so much, I decided to pursue teaching 

on a higher level and that is how I started 

teaching at Western New England. I think 

however, that every opportunity that I 

have had has been a moment where I 

thought I could somehow make a differ-

ence. I guess not really that I thought, but 

more so that I wanted to make a differ-

ence. Not in the “legacy” sense, but in the 

“I want to help people” kind of way.  I 

think I am still motivated to continue to 

teach because not only do I learn from 

meeting and engaging new students, but I 

also believe that I am contributing to the 

next generation of “makers of change”.  

 

V O I C E S  
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What is your proudest accomplishment 

as a lawyer? 

I have had many proud moments and all of 

them generally involved “firsts”: the first 

time my client was released at arraignment, 

the first time I argued and won a motion 

for my client, the first time I won a trial. 

And I say, these have been the proudest 

moments because the reality of having 

someone else’s life in your hands is pretty 

overwhelming. So, the ability to win, 

which is sometimes rare, can make a huge 

difference in their life, particularly when 

things are most likely not going 

so well. Now do not get me 

wrong, I was also very proud 

when I passed the New York Bar 

for the first time, or when I was 

hired for my first legal job and 

definitely, when I received the 

Excellence in Teaching Award, 

but the measure of my true suc-

cess were those priceless mo-

ments which involved my cli-

ents. 

 

What do you love about 

teaching law? 

I love engaging with students. 

It is a wonderful thing to help 

contribute to their ultimate suc-

cess in a profession which I am 

a part of. I also learn from stu-

dents all the time. We have a 

diverse population of students. 

What I mean by diverse is that 

we have students from all 

walks of life: students who 

have just graduated from un-

dergrad, students who are en-

tering their second career path, students 

who have different cultural backgrounds, 

just many different students. Although I 

am here to provide knowledge to these stu-

dents, each of these students also has 

something to offer me. 
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How do you envision the future of the 

profession? 

I think that in the face of new challenges in 

our field there are also many new opportu-

nities. It is without a doubt that the law 

might have to adjust and be more nimble 

and adaptive to the new legal landscape 

which involves interfacing with the new 

political climate, evolving technology in-

frastructure and ongoing new medical and 

criminal justice issues in ways that have 

yet to be fully imagined. 

 

What advice would you offer women 

who are just entering the profession? 

 Always remember, that you belong 

here. You have worked hard for it, you 

have earned it and therefore you deserve it. 
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    We want YOU! 

 

Lex Brevis is always looking for new 
talent!  

 

Submissions are welcome from day 
and night students, professors, 

administrators, alumni, the dean of 
the law school, you get the idea! 

 

If you are interested in becoming a 
staff writer, have a great idea for the 

newspaper, or have captured 
awesome pictures of your law school 

community, 

Email us at LexBrevis@gmail.com 
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               In the month of March, we cele-

brate Women’s History Month in the Unit-

ed States. The month of March is dedicat-

ed to taking extra time to appreciate, rec-

ognize, and celebrate all of the contribu-

tions women have made to the history of 

the United States. This is a great oppor-

tunity to celebrate all of the wonderful 

women of Western New England Univer-

sity. I decided to sit down and have a chat 

with female alumni and professors of 

Western New England University’s 

School of Law to hear a little bit more 

about their story, success, and advice. 

               Among the women I spoke to 

was Michelle Bugbee, an in-house attor-

ney for Eastman Chemical Company. 

Michelle graduated Western New England 

in 2000, and her primary area of practice 

are intellectual property, patents, and cor-

porate law. Kristen Dannay graduated 

from Western New England University 

School of Law in 2010, and practices 

mainly in the areas of employment law 

and discrimination law. Talia Gee also 

graduated in 2010 from WNEU, and 

works as a Chief Diversity and Inclusion 

Officer for the city of Springfield. Sarah 

Morgan graduated WNEU in the year 

2017, and works in the litigation depart-

ment of Bulkley Richardson, LLP. Her 

areas of focus are employment law and 

cannabis law. I also had the privilege of 

sitting down and interviewing Professor 

Myra Orlen, of Western New England 

University’s School of Law. Professor Or-

len teaches Appellate Moot Court, Client 

Counseling and Negotiation, Legal Re-

search and Writing, and Persuasion in Le-

gal Writing, among other courses, as well. 

Professor Orlen also serves as a member 

of the post-conviction panel of the Com-

mittee of Public Counsel Services and a 

Consulting Mediator with The Mediation 

and Training Collaborative. These are just 

a few of the wonderful women that make 

up the intelligent, collaborative, and driv-

en community of Western New England 

University’s School of Law. These women 

were able to put their wisdom together, 

and create an ultimate guide to succeeding 

as a woman in the field of law. 

  

1.       The Wisdom: Have a Professional 

Support System 

 Many of the women agreed that one of 

their secrets to success is their support 

group of other female attorneys currently 

practicing law. The women agreed that 

taking the time to create and lean on this 

group of women created a sense of unity. 

The fellow members of their group under-

stand just how rigorous the field of law 

WORDS FROM THE WOMEN OF                      

WESTERN NEW ENGLAND UNIVERSITY’S 

SCHOOL OF LAW: WISDOM FOR SUCCESS 
 

by Julia Napolitano 
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can be. Together, these women send each 

other research questions, and inquire 

about the thoughts of the others in differ-

ent areas of the law. Further, they often 

refer cases to each other for different rea-

sons, depending on their practice area. 

Perhaps most importantly, these women 

celebrate their successes together. Under-

standing the unique bond they have creat-

ed, they realize the importance of support 

and collaboration, but they always make 

time to celebrate the achievements of their 

fellow women.  

Quick Tips:  

Start early! It’s never too early to 

connect with others in a similar 

academic and professional point in 

their lives as you. Often times, 

building a reliable network and 

professional support system can 

take a lot of time, so you can never 

start too early! 

Utilize social media! A couple of the 

women mentioned that they use a 

private group in Facebook as the 

“home base” of their professional 

support system. This allows for 

quick access to colleagues, and the 

option to implement the use of no-

tifications. When used properly, 

social media can be a fantastic as-

set to your professional network.  

2.  The Wisdom: Embrace Change 

One of the pieces of advice that an attor-

ney shared with me was shared to her by 

Eleanor Williams, Counsel at MassMutu-

al. She said “Life is not a dress rehearsal, 

but the real act.” Developing a legal career 

is a process that takes patience, determina-

tion, and consistency. It is often that attor-

neys are fearful to make a switch in their 

legal career, afraid of what will lie on the 

“other side of fence.” Many of the women 

I sat down with expressed the importance 

of acknowledging that fear, and ensuring 

that it does not hold you back, but instead 

drive your growth. They recommended 

embracing change with an open mind, and 

pursuing opportunities that come your 

way. 

Quick Tips: 

Go with your gut! If an opportunity 

comes along that continues to fuel 

your passion – follow your gut 

feeling. From every opportunity, 

we take away either a level of suc-

cess, or a lesson that will contrib-

ute to our future success.  

The time is now! The timing will nev-

er be able to line up perfectly in 

this hectic life. If you continue to 

wait for “the right time,” you may 

risk passing up on life-changing, 

career-altering opportunities.  

3.  Prioritize 

Although this one may seem fairly obvi-

ous, every woman I spoke to emphasized 

the importance of prioritizing the most 

important aspects of your legal career. All 

of the lawyers I spoke to touched upon the 

importance of prioritizing bar passage, 

and emphasizing the essentials to becom-
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ing an attorney. It’s extremely important 

that we prioritize this as students.  

Quick Tips: 

Take it seriously! Western New Eng-

land University School of Law of-

fers an exceptional amount of bar 

preparation options, some of 

which are required. Do not take 

these classes lightly, but instead 

truly utilize these provided oppor-

tunities, and understand the im-

portance of passing the bar, allow-

ing us to be one step closer to the 

dream.  

4.  Be Your Authentic Self  

Our best work unfolds when rooted in 

passion. This is a message I heard over 

and over again among the successful 

women I spoke to. Although there are 

many other factors that play a part in the 

path we pursue for our legal careers 

(location, salary, status, etc.), all of the 

attorneys encouraged placing “passion” 

near the top of the consideration list.  

Quick Tips: 

Find your passion! Set aside time in 

law school to determine what it is 

you are passionate about in the le-

gal field. Join clubs and clinics in 

attempt to see and learn as much 

as you can while completing your 

legal degree. Identify what it is 

that drives your passion. 

5.  Celebrate Your Success 

It was nearly impossible to get through 

any of my interviews without addressing 

the concept of work-life balance. When 

the topic came up, many of the women 

were hesitant. The lawyers insisted on re-

maining honest, and highlighted the inten-

sity of the work that is required in the 

field of law. Many quickly followed these 

realities with the assurance that with con-

sistent hard work, also comes success. At-

torney Talia Gee stated, “Sometimes we 

have to remember to stop and enjoy the 

fruits of our labor. It’s okay, and neces-

sary to do.” Other attorneys added on this 

topic to not only celebrate your achieve-

ments – but do so often.  

Quick Tips: 

Start now! Although many of us have 

“tunnel vision” on the end goal of 

passing the bar, it is important to 

acknowledge that getting an “A” 

on your Criminal Law final is an 

accomplishment. Make time to 

recognize and celebrate your hard 

work, and make this a habit now 

that will follow you into your legal 

career.  

6.  Network 

Another seemingly obvious piece of ad-

vice on this list is to grow your profes-

sional network. One of my biggest person-

al takeaways from interviewing the wom-

en of West New England University was 

how willing and available the alumni, pro-

fessors, and staff are to contribute to your 

success. Do not wait until your 3L year to 
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make connections. There is an extensive 

network of professionals in the Western 

New England University community that 

would love to help you succeed in any 

way they can.  

Visit Career Services! Meet with ad-

visors to set goals and decide 

which direction your legal career 

is headed in. Take advantage of 

different opportunities they present 

you with, and different established 

professionals they connect you 

with.  

Print that Mentor List! Western 

New England University’s School 

of Law has a lengthy list of suc-

cessful and practicing alumni that 

have volunteered to be mentors for 

current law students. Read through 

this list, print it, and connect with 

professionals that are practicing in 

an area of law you are interested 

in.  

7.  Set Goals 

Naturally, law school attracts individuals 

that are very goal-driven. With an in-

creased work-load, and the pressures of 

law school, do not allow goal-setting to 

fall on the back burner. Every single 

woman I had the privilege to speak to 

touched upon the importance of outlining 

what their academic, professional, and 

personal goals were, and allowing those to 

drive their success every day.  

Quick Tips: 

Think ahead! Set tangible, measura-

ble goals for your future. Think 

ahead to the end of the semester, 

end of the year, end of law school, 

and so on.  

8.  Make a Positive Difference 

Attorneys are in a position to help people. 

It was unanimous among the women I 

spoke to that this is one of the highlights 

of the field they work in. Many of the 

women mentioned setting aside extra time 

to get involved with different panels or 

organizations that allow them to use their 

knowledge and experience to help others 

within their community.  

Quick Tips: 

Pro Bono Hours! Western New Eng-

land University’s School of Law 

requires pro bono hours to gradu-

ate. Take advantage of this re-

quirement to make meaningful 

connections with people and or-

ganizations that will allow you to 

continue this work into your legal 

career.  

Thank you to the wonderful women of 

West New England University that took 

the time to offer up their wisdom for suc-

cess. You ladies are truly an inspiration, 

and paint a clear image of what it means 

to be a successful woman in the field of 

law.  
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Working to Keep Families Together: A Deeper 

Look into Family Defense Law with Professor 

Jeanne Kaiser 
 

by Tara Morrison 

Family defense law is a fascinating 
area of practice, which involves a combi-
nation of defending of civil liberties, pro-
tecting the interests of vulnerable children, 
and addressing issues of social justice. 
Professor Kaiser has over two decades of 
experience as an appellate advocate, and 
was generous enough to take the time to 
walk us though the world of child protec-
tion law. She speaks to some of the public 
misconceptions of child protection law, as 
well as both the challenges and rewards of 
being a family defense attorney.  

 

Could you please briefly describe child 
welfare law and family defense? 

 

The specifics of child welfare law vary 
state to state, so I am going to talk about it 
specifically as it applies in Massachusetts. 
However, a lot of what is true about the 
law in Massachusetts is also applicable in 
other states. Every parent has a constitu-
tional right to raise their child without in-
terference from the state, but that right is 
counterbalanced against the need to pro-
tect children from neglect and abuse. This 
means that every state has a state agency 
that is designed to protect children, and in 
Massachusetts this department is called 
the Department of Children and Families 
(“DCF”). Child protection offices are em-
powered to investigate claims of child 
abuse and neglect, and to act and inter-
vene. Sometimes the intervention is simp-
ly linking the family to services or re-
sources that they need, but where lawyers 

come in most often is when the agency 
acts to remove the child from the care of 
their parents. At that point, at least in Mas-
sachusetts, the parent and the child or chil-
dren are entitled to counsel because of the 
important rights at stake.  

Family defense typically describes the 
role of a legal advocate in representing a 
parent who is defending themselves 
against claims of abuse and neglect, and 
helping to reunify the parent with their 
children. It also includes when the attor-
ney is working on behalf of a child, alt-
hough in that case the role is somewhat 
different. When representing a child, the 
attorney’s job is to represent the stated in-
terests of the child, but as you can imagine 
it can be difficult to ascertain the child’s 
position, especially depending on the age 
of the child. And on occasion, what the 
child wants is so counter to their interests 
that the lawyer must substitute their own 
judgment for that of the child. 

V O I C E S  
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And what is your role as an appellate ad-
vocate? 

 

I work on child welfare appeals, as 
opposed to representing clients at the trial 
level. In Massachusetts there are some 
staff attorneys that work for the Commit-
tee for Public Counsel Services (“CPCS”), 
and these attorneys represent parents and 
children on their appeals, but most of the 
cases are handled by private attorneys 
who do not work for the agency, but are 
compensated for their representing clients 
on their appeals. My role as an appellate 
advocate is representing both parents and 
children after they have received a deci-
sion at their care and protection trial.  I 
represent parents after they have lost their 
case at the trial level, meaning that they 
have lost custody of their child and their 
parental rights have been terminated. At 
that point the child can be adopted if they 
are in a pre-adoptive placement, or they 
will remain in DCF custody waiting for an 
adoptive home.  

When I am representing a child, it re-
ally depends on the child’s position. The 
child may want to return to the parent as 
well, in which case the child is on the ap-
pellant/parent’s side of the case, challeng-
ing the termination of parental rights. 
However, sometimes the child wants to 
remain in a pre-adoptive home, or doesn’t 
want to return to the custody of the parent, 
in which case the child is aligned with 
DCF. 

 

 

 

 

 

How did you first become involved in 
family defense law? 

 

When I first started teaching legal re-
search and writing at this law school, I 
really felt it was important for me as a 
teacher to continue to do some legal writ-
ing and argument, since that is what I was 
teaching. I feel that teaching legal writing 
has been good for my own legal writing, 
and that my own legal writing has greatly 
benefited my teaching. At the time I 
signed up to do the training for both the 
criminal law panel and the child and fami-
ly law panel, but over time I gravitated to 
just doing the child protection work, be-
cause as frustrating, difficult, and some-
times emotionally draining as the work 
can be, I found it to be very compelling 
work. I also think it is very important 
work to do, so I just continued to do it. At 
this point I have been doing child welfare 
appeals for at least twenty years.  
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What are some of the biggest challenges 
you have experience practicing family 
defense law? What are some of the big-
gest rewards? 

 

The challenges are multifaceted. 
Sometimes you get assigned to really im-
possible cases, and you are really just try-
ing to make an argument that will advance 
child protection law, because you pretty 
much know from the outset that the con-
fluence of circumstances means that your 
client is not going to get their child back. 
The hardest cases are when you feel that 
the parent or the child has really been 
wronged by the system. It can often be an 
uphill battle, especially on appeal, because 
these cases are so discretionary. So much 

is left to the discretion of the trial judge 
that overturning the decision on appeal 
can be very, very difficult.  

The rewards are that you get to work 
with a really interesting group of people. 
You have the opportunity to meet really 
great attorneys, parents, and children. It 
also really exposes you to many different 
experiences– your picture of the world is 
much broader because you do this kind of 
work. The writing and research also keeps 
you on your toes, and is usually quite in-
teresting. I like to write, so I also love that 
this work gives me an opportunity to real-
ly do that. 

 

You have had some big wins in your ca-
reer, could you describe those cases and 
what they have they meant for child wel-
fare law in Massachusetts? 

 

The two biggest cases that I was involved 
with were both before the Supreme Judi-
cial Court (“SCJ”). One of them is Adop-
tion of Rico,1 which changed the law with 
regard to post adoption visits between par-
ents and children. In that case I represent-
ed a father whose parental rights had been 
terminated. The child was on my side and 
wanted to continue to visit with his father, 
but the trial court had left the decision of 
whether to continue visitation between the 
father and his son to the discretion of the 
child’s pre-adoptive parents. Because 
there actually were no pre-adoptive par-
ents, this meant that the decision remained 
with DCF. Typically, after a parent’s 
rights are terminated, that it is. They usu-
ally can no longer have contact with their 

1 Adoption of Rico, 453 Mass. 749 (2009).  
2 Care and Protection of M.C., 479 Mass. 
246 (2018).  
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child. However, the SJC ended up chang-
ing the rule to say that if post termination 
visits are in the best interest of the child, 
the court must award visitation by specific 
order, meaning that it will not be up to the 
discretion of DCF or the pre-adoptive par-
ents to continue visitation between parent 
and child. That was one of those big re-
wards, because it moved the law forward. 
Massachusetts is actually quite advanced 
in regards to post adoption visitation in 
comparison to other states.  

 The second case, Care and Protection 
of M.C.,2 was interesting because it went 
up to the SJC twice. This case had to do 
with a mother who was facing both crimi-
nal charges and the loss of her child in the 
care and protection system. In order to 
defend her rights in the care and protec-
tion system she really felt that she needed 
to testify. The rule in care and protection 
trials is that if you don’t testify, the judge 
can make an inference against you. She 
also felt that her psychotherapist could 
present really helpful evidence to help her 
in making her case. The Commonwealth 
sought to get records of her testimony, as 
well as the psychotherapist records, to use 
against her in the criminal trial. Care and 
protection cases are impounded, so usual-
ly no one can see them or read them un-
less they are a party, so there was an issue 
here because the Commonwealth was 
seeking impounded materials.  

At the end of the day the SJC decided 
that when parents testify in their care and 
protection proceeding, the Commonwealth 
is not entitled to obtain their testimony 
unless and until the parents decides to tes-
tify at their own criminal trial, at which 
point it is admissible for impeachment 
purposes only. This decision gives parents 
a lot more leeway to testify at their care 

and protection trial. And similarly, waiv-
ing their privilege with a therapist for pur-
poses of a care and protection trial doesn’t 
mean they have waived it for purposes of 
their criminal trial.  

 
Are there any areas of policy reform that 
you think need attention in this area of 
law? 

 
Yes, there definitely are. I would say 

that one area in need of attention is that 
trial judges should be required to consider 
the trauma children experience by being 
separated from their parents. Sometimes 
people have a vision of foster care as be-
ing idyllic; children are taken from horri-
ble homes, placed in great foster homes, 
and then these foster parents adopt the 
child, and everything goes wonderfully. 
Sometimes that is true. But oftentimes it is 
not, and there is a lot of trauma for the 
children being separated from their par-
ents, even imperfect parents (and all par-
ents are imperfect parents). It can be very 
difficult for the children, and that really 
shows in their later psychological devel-
opment. I think that needs to be more fully 
considered by trial judges overall, and by 
the appeals court as well.   

Another thing I find troubling is that 
sometimes the system creates what we 
refer to as “legal orphans.” The older a 
child is and the more disabilities a child 
has, the less likely it will be that there is 
an adoptive home for that child. What 
happens is that the parent’s rights are ter-
minated, and the child is free for adoption. 
But then no one adopts the child and that 
child has no family, which is tragic. There 
are procedures in other states whereby if a 
certain amount of time goes by, parental 
rights can be resurrected. If a certain 
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amount of time passes and there is still no 
adoptive home for the child, the parent 
can come back to court and show that in 
the meantime they kicked their addiction, 
or got their mental health problem under 
control, or solved the multifaceted prob-
lems that they had, and now are ready to 
care for their child. I feel like that is an 
important solution for some kids. And it 
does happen, especially with addiction. 
Sometimes it is the actually finality of los-
ing a child that kicks and addiction—you 
just never know what it is going to be. I 
would definitely say that that is something 
I would like to see happen.  

Finally, the child protection system is 
so adversarial. There is a requirement that 
the state agency has to make reasonable 
efforts to reunite parents and children, but 
I feel like sometimes the system is set up 
so that the parent is inherently suspicious, 
and not without reason. The Department 
of Children and Families is inherently al-
ways gathering evidence against the par-
ent, and this doesn’t create a therapeutic 
relationship. 

In Western MA there has been a short-
age of family defense attorneys, can you 
describe this problem and its impact on 
children and families? 

Yes, this has been a real problem. The 
attorney shortages happen across the state, 
but it has been a particular problem in 
Western Massachusetts in the recent past. 
There are simply not enough attorneys to 

represent parents and children who come 
before the court, and it is a combination of 
circumstances that leads to this problem. 
For one thing, DCF in recent years has 
increased its filings. Some of that might 
be due to the opioid crisis. Also some-
times when there is a really high profile 
case where DCF is perceived has having 
failed in its obligation to protect children 
that can lead to an increase in filings. An-
other factor is that the cases really need a 
lot of lawyers, because one case you may 
have two parents with adverse interests, 
and so they each need their own lawyer, 
and then each of the children may have 
different interests, so they each need their 
own lawyer. One case can require many 
attorneys, so the need is high. Additional-
ly, the work is also paid at public defender 
rates, which we are always trying to in-
crease, but it is not a priority for a lot of 
citizens of the Commonwealth to increase 
pay for public defenders, so that is always 
a struggle.  

That being said, and I say this as an 
advertisement for students interested in 
this work, child welfare is very compel-
ling work. If you ever thought “should I 
become a social worker or a lawyer?” and 
you couldn’t decide, this work really at 
times combines these two professions. 
Even if you don’t have interest in being a 
social worker, if you want to do trial 
work, if you want to actually examine wit-
nesses and be in the courtroom, you are 
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going to have the opportunity right away. 
You won’t have to wait and do back-
ground work for years until you can actu-
ally get in the courtroom. You will be in 
the courtroom right away, and it is great 
training ground in that respect. The other 
thing is that in recent years, CPCS in gen-
eral, and CAFL in particular, has really 
put a lot of work into its mentor program. 
Each new attorney on the panel gets their 
own mentor, who is an experienced attor-
ney in the field. This attorney works with 
them to help them through the process, 
and I think that that kind of support is re-
ally helpful to new lawyers.  

 

In my experience, child welfare law 
doesn’t usually get as much attention as 
other areas of law involving defense of 
civil liberties, do you have any thoughts 
on why this is? 

 
I think what happens is that people say 

“Oh, I don’t want to represent child abus-
ers.” People are more than happy to repre-
sent criminals, you know people who have 
beaten someone else up, or robbed some-
one, or raped someone, but people hear 
child abuse and they feel like it would be 
too emotionally difficult. And I am not 
going to say that it is not often emotional-
ly difficult. However, what I have learned 
through representing parents for many 
years is that these parents are not neces-
sarily bad people. Typically, the parents 
involved are people who have serious is-
sues, people who have an addiction or a 
mental health problem, who were raised in 
DCF custody themselves and have no idea 
what it is like to be a parent because they 
never had a parent themselves. They are 
not bad people – sometimes they can act 
like bad parents, but they are not bad peo-
ple, they are simply people who are strug-
gling with something.  

One of the saddest cases I ever worked 
on involved parents who were absolutely 
the most motivated parents you could ever 
imagine, and planned having a baby to-
gether. But because of their cognitive dis-
abilities their baby was taken away from 
them at the hospital, and they never had 
an opportunity to even try to raise that ba-
by. It was just assumed that they couldn’t 
do it, rather than anyone offering them 
help or support.  

The other thing is that over the years I 
have had a handful of cases that involve 
physical or sexual abuse, but the vast ma-
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jority of cases are some form of neglect. 
Very often these neglect cases have to do 
with poverty, and the impact that poverty 
has on people’s lives. I have definitely 
seen parents who, if they were middle 
class, would have been given support and 
help and understanding. But when parents 
are poor, and especially if they are a mem-
ber of a racial minority, they are far more 
likely to have DCF in their life than if 
they were middle class and white. And so 
in this practice you are really dealing with 
a little of everything, you have the human 
interest and the civil liberties, and you al-
so have fighting on behalf of social jus-
tice. So I would encourage people who are 
considering their career to really see this 
work as a social justice issue.  

 

You have been integrally involved with 
the launching of several programs at the 
law school to support students who are 
interested in pursuing this career path. 
Could you explain what these opportuni-
ties are and how students can get in-
volved? 

 
We have two main programs to sup-

port students interested in family defense. 
I am very excited that we have launched 
the Children and Family Law Division 
(“CAFL”) “pipeline” program, because it 

is really a win-win. It is good for students, 
and it is good for helping meeting the des-
perate need for family defense attorneys in 
Western Massachusetts. In the past, one of 
the struggles for people who wanted to do 
this work directly out of law school, is 
that CAFL, the agency in charge of family 
defense practice in Massachusetts, re-
quires certification. You have to go 
through an intensive training program and 
get certified in order to practice family 
defense, you can’t just walk into the court-
room and start practicing. But it was diffi-
cult for new lawyers to get started, be-
cause you had to be admitted to the bar 
prior to applying to the training program. 
So what we have arranged with CAFL is 
that our students who graduate in May can 
take the bar in July, and then they can take 
the training in October while they are 
waiting to hear whether they passed the 
bar or not. This moves their ability to join 
the panel up by a significant number of 
months, because now as soon as they are 
admitted to the bar they can hit the ground 
running, instead of finding out they passed 
the bar in mid October and then having to 
wait until the Spring to take the training. 
In addition, the Massachusetts Court Im-
provement Project has funded a number of 
paid fellowships, which we have just start-
ed offering to recently graduates. These 
graduates can work in CAFL offices dur-
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ing the period after they take the bar and 
while they are waiting to find out their bar 
results and be admitted to the bar.  

This pipeline to allows our students to 
work in family defense as part of the pri-
vate bar, which then also opens up other 
opportunities too. The fact that you are on 
the CAFL panel doesn’t mean that that is 
the only thing you will do for the rest of 
your career, but it does give you early en-
trance into private practice. So students 
who are interested should go onto the 
website and check the requirements. And I 
would also encourage anyone who is in-
terested at all to come talk to me. I will 
also mention that Myra Orlen also does 
CAFL appeals, so students can also cer-
tainly speak with her to learn more.  

The second program being launched is 
the Family Defense Clinic. The Family 
Defense Clinic is brand new, beginning in 
spring of 2021. Barra Cohen, who is a 
graduate of the law school and who has 
been working as a both a criminal and 
family defense attorney for years, is going 
to be running an intensive clinic that is 
designed to do two things. The first is that 
she is taking on four students who will be 
assigned cases, and who will have a live 
experience working in family defense, 
representing parents and children. In addi-
tion, she is going to take a very social jus-
tice outlook, and teach about the effects of 
poverty, race, and class on representation 
in the law. So that is a wonderful oppor-

tunity for students.  

Are there any suggestions you have for 
students who are interested in pursuing 
this work, in terms of skills to acquire 
and classes to take? 

I think that certainly doing a clinic or 
externship is important, ideally one where 
you do this kind of law, but the Criminal 
Law Clinic would also be helpful because 
it provides an opportunity to see how you 
feel getting in front of a judge and repre-
senting clients. I would also recommend 
substantive courses on this area, such as 
the simulation course I teach, Child, Fami-
ly & State. In this course we simulate a 
care and protection case over the course of 
a semester. Family law is also very useful, 
and anything that deals with the intersec-
tion between social justice and the law 
will be helpful in preparing students for 
this work. 

 
I would like to extend a huge thank you to 
Professor Kaiser for taking the time to 
have a conversation with me on these is-
sues, and for all of her work in establish-
ing supports for students who are interest-
ed in practicing family defense law. If you 
are curious about family defense, I strong-
ly encourage you to reach out to Profes-
sor Kaiser or Professor Orlen, and to 
check out the new Center for Social Jus-
tice on the WNE School of Law’s website, 
which provides more info about the pro-
grams described in this article. 
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