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Best Schools for

We identify outstanding law
schools for those interested
in pursuing careers in public
interest and government or
working as prosecutors, public
defenders or clerks.
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When Nicole Ozer graduated from high
school in the 1990s, she’d never even
heard of the internet.
A few years later, though, after participating in an AmeriCorps program
in East Palo Alto, Calif., she saw striking evidence of a growing digital divide.
The world’s leading tech companies were
based nearby, but people in adjoining
low-income communities didn’t have
access to computers.
That led Ozer to a career addressing
the intersection of public interest and
technology law.
“I saw that potentially on the horizon,
seeing how if we could really push how
our technology was empowering equality
and justice and social change, that would
be an amazing world,” said Ozer, interim
legal and policy director for the ACLU of
Northern California and technology and
civil liberties director for the ACLU of
California.
Ozer earned her J.D. with a certificate
in Law and Technology from University
of California, Berkeley, School of Law in
2003. Berkeley Law has always been one
of the top schools for public interest law,
and this year we ranked it No. 2 in the
nation.
preLaw magazine looked at employment data, curriculum, tuition, debt and
loan repayment options to identify the
best law schools for public service. (See
the full methodology on page 42.) We
broke public service into four categories: public interest, government, public
defenders/prosecutors and clerkships.
While most public service jobs don’t
pay as much as private practice, a growing
number of law students are gravitating
toward these positions because of the personal rewards. Studies show that lawyers
who do such work are among the happiest. Currently, more than one-quarter of
law school graduates land their first jobs
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in some form of public service.
Many public interest lawyers defend
and protect people who can’t otherwise afford an attorney. Others work on
important social issues. Government lawyers focus on issues such as environmental law and consumer protection, to name
just a few.
Prosecutors help keep the world safe,
and public defenders ensure that everyone
gets legal representation. Federal and state
clerks help to ensure fairness in our judicial system.
But not every school is the same when
it comes to offering curricula related to
public service.
For Ozer, Berkeley Law was the perfect
fit, given that it offered training through
a technology clinic as well as robust loan
repayment options for students who work
in public interest.
“I think where you go to law school is
incredibly important in terms of how it
sets you up to do the work you want to
do as a lawyer,” Ozer said.

PUBLIC INTEREST
Public interest law tugs are your heartstrings. For some, it means working with
survivors of domestic violence or human
trafficking. For others, it means tackling
issues of immigration, discrimination or
environmental justice.
Jobs may be in policy advocacy or with
legal service organizations. What they all

share in common is that this is where you
can make the world a better place and
help people in need.
City University of New York School
of Law, which came in No. 1 on our list,
stands head and shoulders above the others when it comes to placing students in
public interest jobs.
“Public service work is in the law
school’s DNA,” said Mary Lu Bilek, the
school’s dean.
She said almost every student who
attends CUNY Law wants to right some
wrong or represent a specific community. That has helped the school place an
unprecedented 40.6% of its graduates in
public interest jobs.
Yale Law School is next, with 16.7%
of its graduates going into public interest positions. Yale, which is No. 18 on
our list, is not the only prestigious law
school that ranks. Georgetown University
Law Center is No. 4, and Columbia
University is No. 14.
For these schools, legal education is
not just about creating future Big Law
partners or hotshot corporate lawyers.
“I was inspired by the civil rights lawyers of the ’50s and ’60s,” said Erwin
Chemerinsky, dean of Berkeley Law. “We
certainly have many students who come
to Berkeley knowing that that’s what they
want to do.”
About 20% of his graduates go into
public interest or government jobs, and
another 15% take on clerkships.
The school offers a wide range of
opportunities to prepare students for such
jobs. There are six in-house clinics and
eight community-based clinics, while the
Thelton E. Henderson Center for Social
Justice focuses on building students into
effective social advocates. It offers weekly
speakers, regular workshops and mentoring opportunities, as well as fellowships
and two certificates.
About 92% of first-year Berkeley Law
students participate in a pro bono program, where they provide client services.
Pro bono hours, plus additional volunteer
hours, make students eligible for Edley
Grants, stipends for those who gain work

experience in the public interest sector
over the summer. The school increased
the amount of each grant by $1,000
last year, so awards are now as much as
$5,500 per student.
“The students who want to pursue public interest work, they should
be doing it during the summers of
law school,” Chemerinsky said. “They
shouldn’t do anything else. But public
interest programs rarely pay for summer
work.”
The grants help to bridge that gap.
Of course, public interest work is
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School

%
Combined
employed grade

1

CUNY School of Law

40.6%

4.23

2

UC Berkeley School of Law

11.7%

4.13

3

Northeastern University

11.8%

4.10

4

Georgetown University

9.7%

3.98

5

West Virginia University

11.2%

3.90

6

American University

8.6%

3.88

7

UCLA Law

9.1%

3.85

8

Brooklyn Law School

9.6%

3.82

9

Case Western Reserve
University

7.9%

3.82

10 Wayne State University

6.4%

3.71

11 UC Hastings

6.1%

3.71

12 Albany Law School

9.2%

3.68

13 University of Alabama

8.0%

3.64

14 Columbia Law School

5.8%

3.63

15 UC Davis School of Law

6.8%

3.62

16 University of Colorado

9.3%

3.61

17 University of Oregon

8.4%

3.61

18 Yale Law School

16.7%

3.60

19 Loyola University New Orleans 6.7%

3.58

20 University of the District of
Columbia

9.0%

3.57

21 Loyola University Chicago

5.7%

3.53

22 University of Toledo

10.3%

3.50

23 Cardozo School of Law

4.8%

3.45

24 University of New Hampshire

6.8%

3.44

25 George Washington University 4.4%

3.42
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never going to match the $180,000 starting salary paid by many Big Law firms.
“The comparison to large firm sala-
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is on the other side are the most heavily
resourced institutions or the richest companies and players in the world.”
In short, if you see yourself as a David
instead of a Goliath, this is the kind of
legal career for you.
JOHN KEITH/ADOBESTOCK

Berkeley Law students display the reasons
why they perform pro bono work.

ries will always be dismal,” the Yale Law
School website states. “If you choose this
life of a public interest lawyer, it’s best to
stop comparing.”
Ozer said public interest jobs will
always have more work than resources.
But that doesn’t mean they’re harder.
“Public interest work is all about
working smarter than the other side.
They’re always going to have way more
resources,” Ozer said. “For the work I do
on technology issues, a lot of times, who

Location, location, location.
Many of the top schools for government jobs are in capital cities, such
as Georgia State University College of
Law in Atlanta and Pennsylvania State
University, Dickinson Law, which is
located just outside Harrisburg, the capital of Pennsylvania.
Opportunities abound in state capitals, since that’s where many governmental agencies are based.
And then, there’s New York City.
While it’s not a capital city, it’s the Big
Apple. Population: 8.4 million. Number
of people employed in city government:
300,000.
“Whether you’re interested in the federal government or the city or local law,
or you want to work with an international NGO (nongovernmental organization)
like the U.N., New York is the center
of the universe for that,” said Anthony
Crowell, dean and president of New York
Law School. “The training and opportunities you get here to work at all levels of government is pretty extraordinary
because of the backdrop you get to do
that work.”
It’s not just its location. It’s also its
offerings that make New York Law
School No. 2 in our ranking for government.

You’ve come to the right place.
At the University of Denver Sturm College of Law, students do not just study
law, they experience it. A recognized leader in practical training, we are
the only law school in the nation with three practical skills programs ranked
in the Top 10 by U.S. News & World Report. With a total of five Top 20
specialty programs, an abundance of hands-on educational experiences
and unrivaled access to one of the nation’s most vibrant legal markets,
the Sturm College of Law offers its students significant and distinct
advantages in the legal marketplace. Join us at Denver Law.
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The school is home to the Center
for New York City Law, which aims to
increase transparency in the city’s government and decisions, said Brian Kaszuba,
associate director of the center. It does
this through publications, courses and
events, such as its recurring breakfasts
where students can hear from high profile
officials and agency leaders while connecting with hundreds of city government employees.
“It’s an opportunity for students to
network, and a lot have employment
opportunities result from the people they
meet at their table at the breakfast series,”
said Kaszuba, who also teaches a legal
journalism course focused on writing
about city government topics.
There is also the Office of Public
Service and Pro Bono Initiatives, where
students get academic and career advising; the Impact Center for Public Interest
Law, which offers diverse programming
throughout the semester; and the Social
Justice Organization Incubator. They are
all led by Swati Parikh, the school’s executive director of public service and pro
bono initiatives.
This year, the school will lead a statewide effort to ensure an accurate count
for the U.S. Census. It will work with
communities to mobilize resources to
count those who are typically undercounted. The project, part academic, part
grassroots organizing, will continue for
several years, watching the political redis-

GOV E RN M E N T
School

% employed in Combined
government grade

1

Florida State University

29.4%

3.67

2

New York Law School

17.2%

3.58

3

University of the District 29.9%
of Columbia

3.54

4

Albany Law School

17.6%

3.42

5

American University

18.9%

3.35

6

Penn State University Dickinson Law

22.2%

3.33

7

Washburn University

22.0%

3.33

8

George Mason University 16.8%

3.32

9

Georgia State University 16.2%

3.31

10 IU McKinney School
of Law

22.3%

3.27

11 McGeorge School of Law

16.5%

3.22

12 University of Illinois

15.4%

3.17

13 University of Washington 17.0%

3.01

14 UC Hastings

13.0%

3.01

15 Texas A&M Law

20.3%

3.00

16 Penn State Law

17.6%

2.92

17 Stetson University

26.4%

2.91

18 University of Baltimore

21.1%

2.90

19 Faulkner Law

20.0%

2.86

20 Ohio Northern University 20.3%

2.86

tricting process, which follows the count.
“The census is always an important
issue. It has a lot of impact, especially on
urban areas that need an accurate count
to ensure federal and state dollars flow to

Public Service Methodology
We graded each school in three categories: 1) Employment (50% for public
interest and government positions); 2)
Curricula related to field (40% for public interest and government); 3) Debt
and loan repayment options (10%).
We collected employment data from
the ABA, and schools provided data on
curricula and loan repayment assistance
programs. Debt data came from U.S.
News & World Report.
For public defenders/prosecutors, employment counted for 35% of
the grade and curricula 55%. This is
because employment data is not broken
42
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out for public defenders and prosecutors; it is included in government and
public interest numbers.
Curricula is based on the following
in each field: concentration/certificate
(35%), clinic (24%), externship opportunities (12%), center (12%), student

the right people on the local level,” said
Crowell, former counsel to former New
York City Mayor Michal Bloomberg and
a former New York City Law Department
attorney.
Florida State University College of
Law ranks No. 1 for government. Handson opportunities combine with location
to make it the top school. It is located
in Tallahassee, the capital of the nation’s
third most populous state. Nearly 30% of
its grads land jobs in government. Only
one other school — University of the
District of Columbia David A. Clark
School of Law — had better placement
numbers.
Florida State University Dean Erin
O’Connor said about half of the students arrive knowing they want their law
careers to make a difference.
“If you really want to protect consumers, doing that through a government
agency might be the best possible way,”
O’Connor said.
Externships are just one of the ways
students can see how government offices
actually work, and how massive the state
government is.
“I think it provides a great exposure
for the students to the kinds of careers
that are available in the government
space, as well as a chance to work in a
specific space,” O’Connor said.
Clinics introduce Florida State students to advocacy and how government entities are involved in lawmaking

groups (9%), student journal (8%).
Additional information, including number of faculty and courses offered in the
particular field, is reviewed with possible bonus points equal to 5%.
The debt and loan repayment
options category is based on expected monthly loan payments and longterm debt for the average graduate who
works in public interest or government.
Expected monthly payments are determined by using an income-based repayment plan based on the average salary for each field and subtracting each
school’s expected loan repayment support.

PISSANU/ADOBESTOCK

and regulations. Recently, the Human
Trafficking and Exploitation Law Project
(HELP) advocated for a Department of
Education rule that would require all
K-12 schools in Florida to teach human
trafficking prevention.

Courses emphasize implementing a winning case theory and narrative, developing core pretrial and trial skills, demonstrating professionalism and persuasive
communication techniques and mastering cutting-edge technology.
“We know what it takes to work as a
public defender or prosecutor, and we
know what employers are looking for,”
Jones said. “The fact of the matter is, not
everyone is cut out to be a litigator . . .

We are helping students who think they
want to litigate see whether they have the
skills — when no one’s liberty is at stake
yet.”
Budgets and time restraints at many
public prosecutor and defender offices
around the country don’t allow for much
training. There’s no time to teach a new
hire how to interview a witness or craft
an opening statement.
“They’re looking to hire people who

JOIN THE NEXT
GENERATION OF
PUBLIC-SERVICE
LEADERS.

At Albany Law School, your classroom is
New York State’s capital—its courtrooms,
its legislative chambers, its agencies, its thriving
business sectors.

PUBLIC DEFENDERS /
PROSECUTORS

Prosecution jobs are the most common
type of government job, according to the
National Association for Law Placement.
American University Washington
College of Law in Washington, D.C.,
offers students many opportunities related to their quest to become criminal law
practitioners. That helped the school
place No. 2 in this category.
The opportunities start in the first
year, with a criminal law course and
an externship fair that brings together
employers from all over the metro area,
including state and federal courts, nonprofits and other agencies. A criminal
law-specific externship fair in the fall of
the second year connects students with
about 25 employers. During their third
year, most students participate in a clinic.
When Cynthia Jones was a law student at American University, she tried
her first case through one of the clinics.
Today, she’s a professor and the director
of the school’s Stephen S. Weinstein Trial
Advocacy Program.
That program prepares students for
litigation practice through courses, special programs and advocacy competitions.

• 15 Government Law Center Fellows named each year.
• 52,000+ hours of pro bono and public-service work
by the Class of 2019.
albanylaw.edu/opportunities
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PUBLIC DEFENDERS

American University is among the nation’s leaders when it comes to careers in government.

are ready to practice from day one,” Jones
said. “Getting that training and confidence in law school and honing those

skills is critically important.”
Also at American University is the
Criminal Justice Practice and Policy
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School

Combined
grade

1

Brooklyn Law School

3.97

2

American University

3.90

3

Albany Law School

3.78

4

UC Hastings

3.76

5

University of Missouri

3.75

6

Pace University

3.70

7

Florida State University

3.68

8

University of the District of Columbia

3.63

9

IU McKinney School of Law

3.63

10

UNM School of Law

3.60

11

New York Law School

3.57

12

St. John’s School of Law

3.53

13

University of Denver

3.53

14

George Washington University

3.51

15

Touro Law Center

3.51

16

University of Wisconsin

3.48

17

Georgetown University

3.46

18

UC Berkeley School of Law

3.46

19

Cardozo School of Law

3.43

20

Case Western Reserve University

3.43

22

Marquette University

3.43

23

Northern Illinois University

3.43

24

University of Colorado

3.41

25

University of Florida

3.41

Institute. Launched in 2013, it brings
together all criminal law faculty to provide career and academic counseling and
to help students find jobs in the field.
“Before, individual faculty members
were doing this on their own,” Jones said.
“My criminal law students would come
to me, and we would individually mentor them and steer them to opportunities.
Creating the institute allowed us to create a collective knowledge among all the
criminal faculty for job opportunities.”
The institute also brings in alumni
who are practicing as prosecutors and
public defenders.
Because of the faculty’s connections,
they’re able to pinpoint specific opportunities for their students. Say someone
wants to work with institutional reform.
The student can connect with an alum
who’s doing that work. Or, say a student
heard a podcast about sexual assault in
prison or about immigrant women committing crimes. The school has programs
in those areas.
“That’s always satisfying when that
was easy,” Jones said.

88STUDIO/ADOBESTOCK

Fe d e ra l C l e r k sh i ps
Yale Law School

34.0%

U.Arkansas, Fayetteville

8.0%

Stanford Law School

29.0%

Notre Dame Law School

7.8%

University of Chicago

23.8%

Northwestern Law

7.4%

University of Virginia

15.1%

University of Kentucky

7.4%

Harvard Law School

14.9%

Univ. Pennsylvania

7.4%

UC Berkeley

14.6%

Univ. North Carolina

7.3%

University of Michigan

13.7%

UC - Irvine

7.0%

Duke Law School

13.2%

University of Minnesota

6.8%

Vanderbilt Law School

10.6%

University of Maine

6.7%

9.7%

Cornell Law School

6.6%

9.1%

George Mason University

6.6%

8.7%

University of Alabama

6.5%

University of Texas

CLERKSHIPS
Clerkships are prestigious, and they help
graduates learn the inner workings of the
judicial bench. Students get hands-on experience with all the players in the courts,
including judges, prosecutors, defense attorneys, trial litigators and support staff. Plus,
there’s the research, the writing and the
focus on how the court process is managed.
It’s a competitive selection process, particularly for federal clerkships. Graduates
at the nation’s top-ranked schools have the

best chances for these William & Mary Law School
positions. Yale Law University of Montana
School sends 34% of
University of Georgia
its graduates into clerkships, followed by
Stanford Law School with 29%..
But other schools excel as well.
Alexander Blewett III School of Law at
University of Montana is among the
nation’s leaders in this category. It places
12th in our ranking, with nearly 9% of
grads getting coveted Federal clerkships.
The University of Arkansas School of Law

8.2%

in Fayetteville finished 14th, with 8% of its
law grads landing such jobs.
With courts of all levels across the
country, there are many positions available
besides federal clerkships. Some states have
more spots than others. More than half
the graduates at each of the law schools
in New Jersey — Seton Hall University
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School of Law and Rutgers Law School —
go on to clerkships.
University of St. Thomas School of Law
in Minneapolis sends 34.7% of its graduates to clerkship positions, mostly at the
state level. That places it fourth among all
schools for clerkships.
“We talk a lot about public service
with our students,” said St. Thomas Dean
Robert Vischer. “And more broadly, we
talk about law as a vocation, and the way

We're building a new justice through
public interest lawyering because we
believe there will be no justice until
the law includes those it would
otherwise seek to marginalize and
oppress.
With the top ranking for law school
diversity, it's not about initiatives —
it's about our mission.
Find out more about Pipeline to
Justice, one way we are expanding
access to legal education.
Full Time | Part Time | Dual Degrees

law.cuny.edu
admissions@law.cuny.edu

we interpret vocation is a reminder that as
lawyers we’re becoming part of a story that’s
bigger than ourselves.”
Clerking is a great way for graduates
to see how their work fits into that bigger
story, whether they go on to private practice
or public service after their clerkships end.
Law clerks are exposed to the realities
of the lives that the law touches, including those who can’t pay for representation,
Vischer said.
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Seton Hall University

58.2%

Rutgers Law

54.2%

Yale Law School

39.1%

Univ. of St. Thomas Mn.

34.7%

University of Baltimore

34.3%

University of Maryland

33.3%

University of Montana

30.4%

Stanford Law School

30.1%

U. Nevada, Las Vegas

28.3%

University of Chicago

27.2%

University of Maine

26.7%

University of Minnesota

26.6%

Roger Williams Univ.

25.0%

William & Mary Law School

24.1%

Penn State U. Dickinson

23.8%

Univ. South Carolina

23.6%

University of Hawai’i

23.2%

Widener Law Commonwealth

22.6%

University of Arizona

22.1%

Drexel Univ. Kline

21.7%

Widener Delaware

21.7%

Catholic University

21.6%

Temple University

19.6%

University of Georgia

19.5%

Washington and Lee U.

19.5%

Clerking acts as extra time to refine and
practice what you learned in law school.
While a student may have had a mentor
while at law school, as a clerk he or she will
work closely with a senior member of the
profession.
Vischer, who clerked for three federal judges, said he loves the writing aspect
of law. Nowhere can you get such intense
practice — and invested feedback — as in a
clerkship, he said.
“The writing is coming out under the
name of the judge,” he said. “So it’s not
just they’re doing you a favor; it’s their work
product, so they’re fully invested in what
you’re doing.”
University of St. Thomas starts connecting students with the judiciary early. Judges
teach as adjuncts, serve as mentors and lead
information sessions, such as a recent
writing workshop.
“We try to make the judiciary and
clerks a natural part of our students’ experience,” Vischer said.

