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Introduction

Welcome from the Public Interest Center

The mission of the Public Interest Center at Northwestern University Pritzker School of Law is to advise,
support, and foster strong commitments to public interest and help shape the next generation of public
interest attorneys and leaders.

The Public Interest Center provides a broad spectrum of services and supports, including:
e Individualized career advising, e.g., guidance with the job search, review of application materials,
and assistance with interview preparation;
¢ Financial support for students and alumni engaged in public interest work, including guaranteed
summer funding, postgraduate fellowships, and the Loan Repayment Assistance Program (LRAP);
e A range of pro bono and public service opportunities; and
e A dynamic network of Northwestern Law alums and public interest legal professionals.

The Director of the Public Interest Center is Assistant Dean of Public Interest Leah Gould. She oversees the
work and staff of the Center, including existing programs, new initiatives, and funding. Leah also advises
students and alumni with last names Q-Z. Additionally, Leah is your go-to person to discuss agency honors
programs, including the U.S. Department of Justice Attorney General’s Honors Program. Her email address
is leah.gould@law.northwestern.edu. The Public Interest Center has two additional staff to provide you with
support throughout your public interest journey:

Emily Powers provides public interest career advising to students and alumni with the last names A-H. She is
also your go-to person to discuss postgraduate fellowships, including the Skadden, Equal Justice Works, and
Northwestern Postgraduate Fellowship. Emily also manages Northwestern Law’s Loan Repayment
Assistance Program (LRAP). Her email address is emily.powers@law.northwestern.edu.

Sheila Simhan provides public interest career advising to students and alumni with the last names I-P. She is
your point of contact for guaranteed summer funding and summer fellowships. Sheila is also the Director of
Northwestern Law’s Pro Bono and Public Service Program in the event you have questions about pro bono
and volunteer work and earning public service recognition at graduation. Her email address is
sheila.simhan@law.northwestern.edu.

We are excited you are here. Whether you aspire to become a public interest lawyer, incorporate pro bono
work into your studies or practice, or serve in other ways, we look forward to supporting you to reach your
goals in the years to come.

Public Interest Center Contact Information:

Location: We are located in the Bluhm Legal Clinic on the 8" floor of the Rubloff Building
Email address: public-interest-center(@law.northwestern.edu

Website: https://www.law.northwestern.edu/academics/public-interest/
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What is Public Interest Law?

Public interest law is defined as anything affecting the well-being of the public at large, most commonly
representing or advocating for those living in poverty or marginalized populations. There are many
reasons to pursue a career in public interest law: passion for a particular issue, the desire to assume
significant responsibility early in your legal career, or the drive to make a difference.

Public interest attorneys work on a multitude of issues, including criminal law, education, disability law,
environmental law, housing, immigration and voting rights. Careers in public interest law span a wide
range of practice areas from litigation and class action work to policy and legislative work, to advocacy
and movement lawyering. You may choose to work in government at the federal, state or local level,
including public defender or prosecutor offices, or you might work for a non-profit organization. You
may pursue a career in legal aid providing civil legal services to people living in poverty or be inclined
to work on impact litigation that affects a large number of people.

Listed below are the major types of public interest practice settings. Note that within each practice area,
there may be overlap. Some organizations or agencies work on one issue or with one population, while
others work on multiple issues across many populations. Some may exclusively focus on litigation,
while others may engage in policy and legislative work. Talk with your public interest career adviser
about different employers and the work that they do.

Practice Settings

Federal, State, and Local Government

Federal agencies oversee various areas of federal government (e.g., U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, Securities and Exchange Commission, Environmental Protection Agency) and/or represent the
federal government in legal matters (e.g., the Department of Justice).

State agencies specialize in particular areas of state government (e.g., Social Services, Environmental
Conservation, etc.). Typically, each agency has its own legal staff. Moreover, State Attorneys General
Offices bring civil actions on behalf of the state in a wide range of cases and also serve as defense counsel in
civil cases brought against the state. For a list of state attorneys general, check out this list.

City agencies specialize in particular areas of municipal government and represent the municipality in legal
matters (e.g., New York City Housing Authority, City of Chicago Law Department). City attorneys represent
a city in legal matters, from civil claims against the city, to real estate issues, to prosecuting misdemeanors in
some jurisdictions.

For each level of government, there are also attorneys who work in the legislative branch, as legislative
assistants on individual members’ personal staffs or as staff attorneys for committees.

Prosecution
Prosecutors are attorneys who bring criminal cases on behalf of the federal government or a state
government.
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Representing the federal government, prosecutors working for the U.S. Department of Justice bring criminal
cases in federal court. Federal prosecutors who work for U.S. Attorney’s Offices located throughout the
country are called Assistant U.S. Attorneys. Additionally, the U.S. Department of Justice in Washington,
DC, (often called Main Justice) has several litigating components tasked with bringing federal criminal
cases, such as the Criminal Division, the National Security Division, the Tax Division, and the Antitrust
Division. Federal prosecutors working for a Main Justice component are referred to as Trial Attorneys.

The lawyer representing the state in local criminal cases is the District Attorney. District attorneys are
usually elected to office, and depending on the state, these attorneys go by other titles such as Prosecuting
Attorney, County Attorney, or State’s Attorney. While the District Attorney has significant authority, they
also have the support of a team of Assistant District Attorneys (or Assistant Prosecuting Attorneys, Assistant
County Attorneys, or Assistant State’s Attorneys). These prosecuting attorneys handle specific cases or
areas, such as domestic violence, child support, or felony cases. Larger offices, such as those in New York
City, may have specialized units focusing on such areas as white-collar crime or appellate work. While a
state’s attorney general represents the state in civil cases, in some states, the Attorney General’s Office has
section of attorneys who have concurrent jurisdiction to prosecute criminal cases.

Public Defense

Gideon v. Wainwright (1963) was a landmark U.S. Supreme Court decision in which the Court ruled that the
Sixth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution requires U.S. states (in addition to the federal government) to
provide attorneys to criminal defendants who are unable to afford their own counsel. These attorneys, called
public defenders, are appointed by courts and provided by the state and federal government to represent
indigent defendants from their very first court appearance through every stage of a criminal case.

In the event a public defender’s office has a conflict of interest with a case that is being handled or has been
handled by the public defender’s office (such as multi-defendant cases), a private attorney will be hired by
the court to provide defense services to the client(s) in need of representation.

Federal Defender Offices represent indigent defendants in federal criminal cases. When the Federal
Defender’s Office is conflicted off of a case, the courts will often turn to a list of attorneys who have signed
up to volunteer as defense counsel under the Criminal Justice Act (CJA). You might hear of those attorneys
being referred to as members of the court’s CJA panel.

Approximately half of U.S. states fund state-wide public defenders’ offices (often called “state systems”
when discussing public defense). Some examples of state systems include Colorado and Maryland. In the
remaining U.S. states, offices may be organized by city or county. In Chicago, the Cook County Public
Defender’s office provides defense services for indigent defendants in criminal cases. In New York City, the
Criminal Defense Division of the Legal Aid Society is the main provider of criminal representation for
indigent defendants. Some New York City boroughs have separate defender offices, such as the Brooklyn
Defenders and the Bronx Defenders. For a list of public defenders’ offices in the U.S., visit www.nlada.org.

Some public defenders’ offices are considered “holistic” offices, meaning they provide additional legal
services, in addition to criminal defense. For example, defendants may be navigating immigration, housing,
or family law challenges. Defendants may also need assistance with accessing public benefits or obtaining
support for their mental health needs. Holistic public defenders’ offices have a team of civil legal services
attorneys to try to provide wraparound support for their clients’ needs.
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Civil Direct Legal Services Offices

Legal aid offices provide high quality civil legal services to individual clients who cannot afford an attorney.
Areas of practice commonly include housing law and eviction defense, family law, consumer protection,
government benefits, immigration, labor, employment, and education law.

Some direct services providers receive federal funding from the Legal Services Corporation and are limited
in the types of cases they are allowed to take (e.g., LSC legal aid offices cannot bring immigration cases
because they cannot represent noncitizens, nor can LSC organizations conduct legislative advocacy or impact
litigation through class actions). Organizations that are funded through private or state sources may be able
to bring a wider variety of cases.

Law Reform/Policy Organizations

Law reform and policy organizations focus on law reform efforts through legislative advocacy or impact
litigation in one or more specialty areas, or advocate on behalf of a particular group of people. Examples
include the ACLU, NAACP Legal Defense Fund, Inc., Earthjustice, etc. and can be found at the local, state,
or national level.

International Public Interest Work

Work varies widely as do the settings in which attorneys practice, ranging from the U.S. Department of State
to the United Nations to work for nonprofits in the United States and abroad. Most international employers
require proficiency in at least one foreign language.

Public Interest Law Firms

A public interest law firm is a private, for-profit organization. Often small in size, they specialize in one or
more public interest areas (e.g., employment discrimination, labor law, police brutality, family law,
immigration, civil rights, etc.) or working with an underrepresented group. It is important to note that work
for a public interest law firm is not eligible for Northwestern Law’s Loan Repayment Assistance Program
nor does it qualify for the federal government’s Public Service Loan Forgiveness program.

Work Types

Public interest lawyers engage in a broad range of activities that require a diverse set of skills. When you are
contemplating a career in public interest law, it is important for you to consider the type of work that you like
to do and the way that you like to go about doing your work. Some attorneys love being in court and
litigating for a particular cause or client. Other attorneys prefer to be behind-the-scenes, perhaps drafting
contracts or legal documents. Yet others prefer to work in partnership with communities and coalitions to
advocate for legal or policy changes. The list below is not exhaustive but provides some of the day-to-day-
activities associated with different areas of legal practice.

e Administrative Advocacy

e Administrative Management

e Alternative Dispute Resolution

e Community Education

e Community/Movement Lawyering
o Direct Client Services

o Enforcement

o Legal Research & Writing
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Legislative

Litigation: Appellate
Litigation: Class Action
Litigation: Impact
Litigation: Trial

Oversight & Investigations
Policy

Transactional Law

Issue Areas

Public interest law encompasses a broad range of issues. The list below is not exclusive; it is meant to
provide you with an idea of the many issues that public interest attorneys work on across a wide array of

practice settings.

AIDS/HIV Environment Juvenile Defense
Business/Economic Issues Family Labor/Employment
Children & Youth Farm/Migrant Workers LGBTQIA+

Civil Rights & Liberties First Amendment Municipal Law

Consumer Protection

Gun Control

Prisoners’ Rights

Criminal Legal System Reform  Government Accountability Prosecution

Death Penalty Health/Medical Public Defense

Disability Housing/Homelessness Racial Justice

Domestic Violence Immigration/Refugee Reproductive Rights

Education Indigenous/Tribal Law Security/Defense

Elder Intellectual Voting/Campaign Finance
Property/Technology
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Timelines by Class Year

Ongoing Tasks

Q

U 0O 0O 0O OO0

Build public interest credentials through internships, externships, clinic, journal, pro bono, and
community service work and leadership in student organizations.

Update your resume as you accumulate experiences inside and outside of law school.

Seek out opportunities to draft legal memoranda and briefs, honing your research and writing
skills. Additionally these work products can all potentially serve as future writing samples.
Read emails and newsletters from the Public Interest Center thoroughly and keep an eye on
Career Space and the law school calendar for public interest programming and events.
Monitor Symplicity, PSJID, the Arizona Handbook, and employer websites for job postings,
including summer internships, externships, and postgraduate opportunities.

Review the Northwestern Alumni Database to see all of the places public interest alumni work
and reach out to those who may be helpful in your job search.

Network with practicing public interest attorneys through on-campus and off-campus events,
LinkedIn, etc.

1L Year

Fall
a

0o

Expand your knowledge of public interest subject areas and types of lawyering by attending
Public Interest Center events, including job search sessions, networking events, and workshops.
Remember to start your volunteering and accumulating pro bono hours. You will need 20 public
service hours (15 of which must be legal pro bono) over the course of the school year in order to
qualify for guaranteed public interest summer funding.
Draft your resume in law school format (see our Resume Guide and sample resumes).
Think about your short-, medium-, and long-term career goals, including your substantive legal
interests and your geographic preferences.
Once we open 1L counseling, you can make an appointment to meet with your Public Interest
Center adviser to begin discussing your 1L summer internship application process and longer-
term goals. During that meeting and depending upon your interests, we will introduce you to
several job search resources, including:

o Symplicity

o PSID

o The Arizona Handbook

o The DOJ page for volunteer legal internships
Create a list of 15-20 internship opportunities, track what application documents each application
requires, and make note of when applications open (we presume most employers review
applications on a rolling basis, so when applications open matters more than when applications
close).
Work with your Public Interest Center adviser to craft tailored cover letters for the employers on
your list.
Spend time writing strong legal memoranda for your Communication and Legal Reasoning class,
as one of those memos will become a legal writing sample for your internship applications.
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Q

Spring

Q

Q

Q

Depending upon your list of 15-20 opportunities, begin applying to summer internships (you can
wait until winter break if that works best for you). Work with your Public Interest Center adviser
to prepare for interviews.

Continue conducting your 1L summer internship search and applying to positions. Work with
your Public Interest Center adviser to prepare for interviews.

Consider attending the Midwest Public Interest Career Conference (MPILCC) in early February.
Even if you already have a 1L summer job lined up, you can still meet other employers to learn
about their work and see if it might be a good future opportunity.

Make sure you meet the requirements for summer funding.

Summer

Q

Q

ooo

Work hard to get as much experience from your internship as you can. Try to obtain a strong
professional reference and request permission to use something you wrote during your 1L
summer as a writing sample.

Take advantage of brown bag lunches or other educational and networking opportunities offered
by your employer or other groups including the Public Interest Law Initiative (PILI) in Chicago
or local organizations where you are working.

Update your resume while your experience is still fresh on your mind.

Continue to explore your interests across different issue areas and types of legal work.

Attend Public Interest OCI. Beginning in summer 2025, the Public Interest Center will host an
annual fully virtual on-campus interview program the week or so after the Career Strategy
Center’s OCI program. Participating employers will include government agencies, nonprofit
organizations, and public interest law firms.

Consider whether your summer employer could be a potential post-graduate employer or
fellowship sponsor.

Make an appointment with your Public Interest Center adviser by the end of July to begin
discussing 2L summer applications. Many 2L summer applications open in July or August,
including the EJW Career Fair, which hosts 250 employers each year, the DOJ’s paid 2L
Summer Law Intern Program. Create a list of 15-20 internship opportunities, track what
application documents each application requires, and make note of when applications open (we
presume most employers review applications on a rolling basis, so when applications open
matters more than when applications close).

2L Year

Fall
a

Q

Reflect on your 1L internship; determine whether you want to explore a new area in 2L summer
or deepen prior experience. Assess your interests in different issue areas and types of legal work.
Continue making 2L summer internship applications. As one factor in your search, determine
whether organizations may have post-graduate opportunities. Ask yourself whether they
regularly hire entry-level attorneys, whether as staff attorneys, honors program attorneys, or
through post-graduate fellowships. Meet with your Public Interest Center adviser to discuss your
short-term and long-term goals and how they relate to 2L summer.
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Q

Q

Spring

Q

a
a
a

If you applied over the summer, interview with employers via the Equal Justice Works Career
Fair, which is held virtually in October.

Remember to continue volunteering for pro bono or public service hours. You will need 20 hours
(15 of which must be legal pro bono) over the course of the school year in order to qualify for
guaranteed public interest summer funding.

Apply for your 711 license. You are eligible to apply after you complete at least one half of the
total hourly credits required for graduation from Northwestern Law.

If you are still searching for 2L summer employment, consider attending the Midwest Public
Interest Career Conference (MPILCC) in February.

Finalize 2L summer job plans and complete pro bono/public service hours to obtain summer
funding.

Consider participating in The Law Consortium (TLC) to interview for postgraduate positions
(primarily federal government employers). Registration opens in April closes in May for virtual
interviews in June.

Attend Public Interest OCI. Beginning in summer 2025, the Public Interest Center will host an
annual fully virtual on-campus interview program the week or so after the Career Strategy
Center’s OCI program. Participating employers will include government agencies, nonprofit
organizations, and public interest law firms.

If you are thinking about applying to postgraduate fellowships, review the Post-Graduate
Fellowship resources on Career Space and meet with your Public Interest Center adviser. For
project-based fellowships, many host organizations have internal application deadlines in June
before your 3L year.

Summer

Q

Q

Q

Work hard to get as much experience from your internship as you can. Try to obtain a strong
professional reference and permission from your 2L summer employer to take something you
wrote as a writing sample.

Make an appointment with your Public Interest Center adviser by the end of July to begin
discussing post-graduate employment. Many post-graduate applications open in July or
August, including the EJW Career Fair, which hosts 250 employers each year, and agency
honors programs, including the DOJ Honors Program and others. Create a list of 15-20 post-grad
opportunities, track what application documents each application requires, and make note of
when applications open (we presume most employers review applications on a rolling basis, so
when applications open matters more than when applications close).

Update your resume at the end of the summer while your experience is fresh on your mind.

3L Year

Fall/Winter

a
a

Continue working with your Public Interest Center adviser on your post-graduate job strategy.
Consider attending the Equal Justice Works (EJW) Career Fair, held virtually in October.
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Q

Once you line up post-graduate employment, complete the post-graduate employment survey in
Symplicity.

Spring/Summer

Q

(N

Apply for jobs that post announcements in spring and summer on Symplicity, PSID, and other
sites. If you are applying for a position with a public defender or prosecuting office, note that the
application process, interviews, and hiring often take place the spring of 3L year and the timing
and hiring practices vary widely from office to office.

Meet with your Public Interest Center adviser for continued support with your applications.
Once you line up post-graduate employment, complete the post-graduate employment survey in
Symplicity.

If you have federal student loan debt and are planning to apply for LRAP, attend our LRAP
program in the spring semester.

Summer Internships

General Considerations

Summer internships are a critical way for you to develop your legal skills, build a strong network of
public interest attorneys and organizations, and to explore or confirm the type of legal work you hope to
pursue in the future.

How to Plan a Summer Public Interest Job Search

You should begin by assessing your personal interests and goals. Consider the skills you want to
develop and the issue areas or work types that you would like to explore during your summer. For
example, you might ask yourself:

What legal and/or work-related experiences have been particularly enjoyable to me?

What skills do I want to develop? (legal research and writing, client interviewing, etc.)

Do my current interests and background lead me to any particular area of law?

Do I want to engage in civil or criminal work?

Do I want to explore government opportunities (and if so, federal, state, or local)?

Do I want to work in litigation?

Do I want to explore direct service work with individual clients or work on broad legal issues
(e.g., impact litigation?)

Am I interested in legislation or policy work?

Where, geographically, do I want to work?

Once you have answered these questions, identifying internships that will best fit your personal interests
and goals will be a little bit easier.
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1L Summer Job Search

Your 1L summer job search can begin in November. You can research internship opportunities that
interest you, draft your resume in the law school format, and meet with your Public Interest Center
adviser. Many federal government agencies (including the U.S. Department of Justice) and national
nonprofit organizations (e.g., ACLU, Southern Center on Human Rights, Center for Constitutional
Rights in New York) have early deadlines, so it is wise to check Symplicity, the Arizona Handbook,
PSJD, and NLADA as well as organization websites early to construct a list of internship
opportunities and deadlines. Otherwise, applications can generally wait until after you finish final
exams. Winter break is a great time to complete applications. Many organizations do not make
internship offers to 1Ls until February or later. You can also attend the Midwest Public Interest Career
Conference (MPILCC) hosted by Northwestern Law in February.

2L Summer Job Search

The 2L public interest search should begin in the summer during your 1L summer internship,
which is a few months earlier than your 1L search began. Many employers have late summer and early
fall deadlines, including public defender and prosecutor offices in cities like NYC and DC. It may also
be to your advantage to apply early if employers are accepting and evaluating applications on a rolling
basis. If you apply earlier in the semester, you will not have competition from the thousands of 1Ls
across the country who will likely be applying later in the cycle for summer public interest jobs.

The Equal Justice Works (EJW) Career Fair in October is an excellent opportunity to apply for positions
and network with a large number of public interest employers. Registration typically opens in early
August and the deadline to submit your applications for interviews is in early September. Even if
you don’t receive an interview with a particular organization, you can attend table talk and network with
employers.

You should also consistently review the Symplicity, the Arizona Guide, PSJD, NLADA, and employer
websites for positions that interest you. You can also attend the Midwest Public Interest Career
Conference (MPILCC) hosted by Northwestern Law in February if you do not yet have a 2L summer
internship. Notably, the prosecutor and public defense offices in Chicago don’t typically hire summer
interns until March or April.

We will also note that even though we encourage you to apply early, you may not hear back for a while.

There is enormous variety in the timeline public interest organizations use for summer hiring, and many
will not hire interns until February or later.

Summer Funding

There will be an information session on guaranteed summer funding in the fall. Applications for
guaranteed summer funding and the named summer fellowships will open during spring semester.
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Northwestern Law Guaranteed Summer Funding

Northwestern Law offers guaranteed summer funding in the amount of $8,000 for JDs who have
internships with non-profit or government employers during the summer. To qualify:

e You need to secure a full-time internship that is 37-40 hours a week for 10-weeks with a non-
profit or government employer. Judicial internships and clerkships do not qualify for summer
funding.

e The work you do must be legal in nature and supervised by an attorney.

e You must also complete and log 20 hours of public service (15 hours of which must be legal pro
bono work) by the end of the academic year in which you apply for funding.

If you are planning to work for a non-profit or government employer during 1L and 2L summer, you can
apply for guaranteed funding both summers.

Named Summer Fellowships

Northwestern Law has several named summer fellowships that all provide $8,000 in funding to students
who have demonstrated a commitment to public interest work and meet the requirements of the specific
fellowship.

The Stevens Fellowships are awarded to four Northwestern Law students for summer public interest
work, and preference is given to 2Ls. You must have an offer from a public interest organization to
apply for this fellowship.

The Kleiman, Rosen Bien, and Nussbaum fellowships are also available to students who have
demonstrated a commitment to public interest work.

The Letkow Fellowships are awarded each year to two Northwestern students. One is for work at Legal
Aid Chicago and the other is for work at the National Immigrant Justice Center (NIJC).

For more information about summer funding and named summer fellowships, please contact Sheila
Simhan (sheila.simhan@law.northwestern.edu).

External Summer Funding

Beyond Northwestern Law summer funding, there are external funding sources you may explore
including:

e PSJD Summer Funding Resources

o Equal Justice America

o Public Interest Law Initiative — Law Student Intern Program
o Equal Justice Works Summer Corps
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Public Interest Externships

Many public interest students elect to pursue an externship during the semester. The difference between
an internship and an externship is that an internship is generally off-campus work for pay, while an
externship is generally off-campus work for academic credit.

During an externship, students work 12-15 hours per week (or a minimum of 180 total hours in the
summer) at an externship site for the course of an entire semester. Students also participate in an
accompanying Practicum course which includes a weekly seminar where students discuss assigned
readings regarding public interest law (or criminal law or civil government law or other area of law
depending on the Practicum class) and their externship experience. Grades are based on reflective
journal submissions, class participation, a final presentation, and successful completion of the
externship.

Externships are an incredibly valuable way to gain additional real-world experience, develop and
sharpen your legal skills, and strengthen your public interest resume. Externships can also provide you a
strong writing sample or letter of recommendation from your supervisor to use when applying for
positions in the future or could even be a foot-in-the-door with an employer who may hire you after
graduation.

Northwestern Law currently offers the following practicums:

Civil Government Practicum

Corporate Counsel Practicum

Criminal Law Practicum

High Tech Practicum

Judicial Practicum

Media Law and Government Transparency Practicum
Mediation Practicum

Public Interest Practicum

If you are interested in exploring an externship, deadlines tend to be early to mid-summer for fall
externships and fall to early winter for spring externships. Unless otherwise noted, students are
responsible for securing their own externship with guidance from the Practicum professor. You can find
externship opportunities on Symplicity, PSJD, the Arizona Handbook, and individual organization
websites and by speaking with the Practicum professor.

Pro Bono

Regardless of where your career takes you, as a licensed attorney you will have the privilege and
responsibility to provide services to the underserved and impoverished populations in the greater
community. See ABA Model Rule 6.1. While you are still a student, it is a great time to cultivate the
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habit of doing good works and giving back to your community, either through pro bono work or public
service.

For this reason, we encourage all Northwestern Law students to pledge a minimum number of pro bono
and public service hours by the time you graduate. Please review the Pro Bono and Public Service
Program website for details about each degree programs’ goals.

For students who intend to take the New York State Bar, please review the pro bono requirement for the
exam. You must perform and submit 50 hours of certified pro bono work prior to sitting for the New
York State Bar.

Please note, although a certain number of public service hours must be legal pro bono work to count for
summer funding, the Northwestern Law Pro Bono and Public Service Program does not require your
public service hours to be pro bono legal service hours to count toward graduation recognition; while the
hours must be performed for a government or non-profit organization, they need not be legal in nature.

For more information about pro bono opportunities, please email the Public Interest Center at public-
interest-center(@law.northwestern.edu.

Post-Graduate Job Search

Entry-Level Positions and Hiring Timeline At-a-Glance

For many students, the post-graduate job search will begin the summer before your 3L year (during
your 2L summer), although some employers hire in the winter or spring.

Generally, most students secure an entry-level position through:

e Fellowships

o Project-based fellowships include the Skadden Fellowship, Equal Justice Works
Fellowship, Justice Catalyst Fellowship, etc.

o Organization-based fellowships, which can be found on PSJD or Symplicity
o Northwestern Postgraduate Fellowships

e Public Defenders’ Offices

e Prosecutors’ Offices

e Federal and State Government Honors Programs (including the DOJ Honors Program as well as
agency-specific Honors programs)

e Legal Aid Organizations

Public interest employers have a wide range of deadlines. For example, organizations looking to host a
fellow through a project-based fellowship like Skadden or EJW often have internal deadlines in June
before your 3L year. If selected, you will then work on a project proposal with the host organization to
submit to Skadden or EJW in early September.

Similarly, the Government Honors Programs (including the DOJ Honors Program and agency-specific
Honors Programs) release their application during the summer before your 3L year and typically have

14


https://www.law.northwestern.edu/academics/public-interest/service/
https://www.law.northwestern.edu/academics/public-interest/service/
https://www.nybarexam.org/MPB.html
mailto:public-interest-center@law.northwestern.edu
mailto:public-interest-center@law.northwestern.edu
https://www.law.northwestern.edu/career/stats/school-funded/

deadlines in early September. Many organization-based fellowships also have early September
deadlines. You should plan to speak with your Public Interest Center adviser in May or early June to
devise an application strategy.

Legal Aid Offices in big cities will often hire a handful of entry-level attorneys and typically have
application deadlines in January. Public defender and prosecutor offices in Chicago tend to hire in the
spring of your 3L year. You should remain vigilant about checking Symplicity, PSJD, NLADA and
employer websites before and during your 3L year to ensure you are not missing any key
deadlines.

Tips for how to secure and succeed in a post-graduation position:

e Public interest graduates tend to be given tremendous responsibility in their first jobs. Therefore,
employers look for evidence that the student has gained the skills that particular employer needs.

e All public interest employers look for clinical or externship experience or other practical
experience. Some—but not—all employers look for experience in their specific issue areas.

e Employers that practice complex litigation will look for advanced research and writing
experience and may prefer journal experience.

e Employers who engage in community organizing or direct client work prefer students who have
interviewing skills, and are comfortable “on their feet,” either through externships, moot court,
clinics, or volunteer or pro bono work.

e In general, public interest employers are less grade-focused than the private sector. However,
federal government employers tend to prefer candidates who have clerked.

e Public interest positions are often highly competitive. Many public interest employers have
shared they hire the applicant who finds a way to stand out of the crowd—through a strong
record of public interest work, key skills and experiences that align with the position, a
demonstrated knowledge of and interest in what the employer does, and a compelling resume
and cover letter that will persuade them that you are the best person for the job.

For more information about post-graduate opportunities, please reach out to your Public Interest Center
adviser. For more information specifically about government honors programs, please contact Leah
Gould at leah.gould@law.northwestern.edu. For more information specifically about post-graduate
fellowships, please contact Emily Powers at emily.powers@law.northwestern.edu.

Clerkships and Public Interest Careers

We recommend that every student consider clerking after law school. Judicial clerkships offer
unparalleled value for launching a career as a public interest attorney by providing hands-on experience
in the judicial process and fostering a deep understanding of legal reasoning. Working closely with a
judge, clerks are exposed to a wide range of cases and legal issues, allowing them to witness firsthand
the complexities of the law and the nuances of legal interpretation. This exposure enhances their ability
to analyze cases critically and develop a nuanced approach to legal problems, skills that are invaluable
in the public interest sector where advocating for justice often involves navigating intricate legal and
factual issues. Additionally, clerks gain insights into courtroom dynamics and judicial decision-making,
which can significantly inform their approach to client representation and advocacy.
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Furthermore, judicial clerkships help build a robust professional network that can be instrumental in a
public interest career. Clerks often have the opportunity to collaborate with and gain mentorship from
seasoned legal professionals, including judges and other clerks who may share a commitment to public
service. These connections can open doors to career opportunities, offer guidance on career
development, and provide recommendations or referrals that are crucial in the competitive field of
public interest law. Specifically, clerkships will give your fellowship or agency honors program
application a huge boost. The credibility and experience gained through a clerkship not only enhance an
attorney’s resume but also demonstrate a commitment to understanding and improving the legal system,
making them a more compelling candidate for roles in public interest organizations and advocacy
groups.

Students and alumni interested in exploring clerkship opportunities are invited to contact Professor Janet
Brown, Director of Judicial Clerkships, for more information.

The Job Search Process: Applying &
Interviewing

How to Draft a Legal Resume

A solid resume can be the first impression a hiring manager has of you and can help you stand out from
other applicants. By showcasing your skills, accomplishments, and relevant work experience, it can also
help you land an interview. To get started on your legal resume, review our Resume Guide here.

How to Draft a Cover Letter

Many public interest legal employers ask candidates to submit a cover letter. The Public Interest Center
sees cover letters as an opportunity to explain how your background makes you the perfect person for an
employer’s advertised role. By itself, a resume merely looks backwards. But a resume with a well-
crafted cover letter looks to the future and anticipates an employer’s needs and questions. If you are
making a career pivot, the cover letter can set the tone and establish the narrative for why this career
change makes sense. Additionally, because public interest employers are all mission driven, the cover
letter is a great opportunity to demonstrate your commitment to the employer’s cause. If you want to
brainstorm how to craft a cover letter, or you would like a second set of eyes to review your cover letter,
the Public Interest Center advisors are happy to help you put your best foot forward in your application
materials, including your cover letters. To get started on public interest cover letters, review our Public
Interest Cover Letter Guide here.

How to Select a Writing Sample

You should only plan to send a writing sample if an employer asks for it. To get started on selecting a
writing sample for your application and drafting a writing sample cover sheet, review our Writing
Sample Guide here.
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How to Request References and Letters of Recommendation

Some employers ask for references as part of the initial application, while others may ask for references
after an interview. Note that a request for references is different than a request for recommendation
letters. A list of your references should be provided as an attachment and include a name, title, contact
information and how you know the reference. You can find a sample list of references here. Only
provide references if the employer asks for them. Similarly, only provide letters of recommendation if
requested (this is more common for judicial clerkships and fellowships).

The most appropriate references are your current or former employers (including summer internships)
and your law school professors (including clinical professors and instructors). Typically, employers
would like to see at least one academic reference and one professional reference.

Before you provide a list to the employer, you should ask your references permission and check their
availability. Be sure to provide your references with plenty of advance notice, especially if they are
writing you a letter of recommendation. Remember that people are often traveling during the summer
and holiday breaks, so you should aim to provide them with at least two weeks’ notice and have a back-
up reference in mind if they are unavailable. It is helpful if you provide them with a brief description of
the position you are applying to and some projects or assignments they might highlight when speaking
about you.

Transcripts & Grades

The good news is that most public interest legal employers are not as concerned with GPA as private
sector employers and will generally take a holistic approach to reviewing applications and consider your
whole resume and application including your commitment to the public interest, commitment to the
organization’s specific mission, and research and writing skills. The exception to this is that some
federal government positions, including the DOJ Honors Program, place some emphasis on grades and
like to see a track record of academic success.

If you are making 1L summer internship applications in the fall semester of your 1L year before you
have received any grades on your transcript and the job posting requests transcripts, include with your
application your transcript that does not yet have any grades on it. In addition to following the
application instructions, appending this transcript is still helpful to employers because they can see what
classes you are in this semester. Make sure you add a line in your cover letter that says something to the
effect of “I have enclosed my transcript and will update my application with my first-semester grades as
soon as [ have received them.” Submitting your application early, when most employers review
applications on a rolling basis, plus following up again once you have received your grades, is a great
way to have the employer see your application twice: once when you first apply and again when you
supplement your application with your updated transcript.
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Like the writing sample, do not submit a transcript with your initial application unless the employer
specifically requests it. For any applications through Symplicity, there is a size limit on files. For Word
or other word processing software it is rarely an issue, but PDFs may sometimes be rejected by
Symplicity. For this reason, we recommend making an unofficial copy of your transcript in Word for
use in any Symplicity-based applications. To do this, simply copy and paste from your transcript in
Caesar into a Word document. Remember to include your name and contact information at the top of
this document.

Most employers will not want a copy of your undergraduate transcripts. The exception to this is that
some federal government agencies with security clearance requirements may request your undergraduate
transcript. It is a good idea to keep a copy of your complete undergraduate transcript on hand in case you
need it. You may need to request your transcript directly from your undergraduate school.

How to Prepare for an Interview

The interview stage of an application process is a great sign: it means the employer likes what they are
seeing in your application, and now they want to get to know you and see what it would be like to work
with you. They’re not trying to jam you up; in fact, they want to like you. So, remember that this is an
opportunity to confirm the already positive impressions the employer has about you.

In addition to reading our Guide for Interviewing with Public Interest Employers, make sure you prepare
ahead of time by reviewing the employer’s website and gaining familiarity with the office’s mission,
work, structure, and current cases and initiatives. To the extent that you are able to do so, we also
recommend doing research on your interviewers, reading up on their backgrounds and understanding
what their roles are within the larger office. Finally, make an appointment with your Public Interest
Center adviser to conduct a practice interview. We are excited to help you see this process all the way
through.

How to Handle Multiple Offers

If you obtain an offer that is not one of your top choices, you should feel free to ask the employer for
some time. NALP, the National Association of Law Placement, suggests that employers provide two
weeks, but most public interest employers are not members of NALP and many cannot wait that long.
Review our Guidance on Following Up with Employers and speak with your Public Interest Center
adviser about your next steps. Depending on the situation, you may be able to use that offer strategically
to call your first-choice employer and let them know that you have another offer, but that they are your
first choice. Please note that principles of professional conduct require you to withdraw all applications
once you accept a job offer.
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Appendix

Websites for Your Job Search

LEGAL AID/NONPROFIT

PSJD.org, https://www.psjd.org/
Comprehensive listing of public interest legal positions, including volunteer opportunities, paid
summer positions, and post-graduate positions and fellowships.

Legal Services Corporation, https://www.lsc.gov/ You can use the search bar to find LSC-funded
legal aid organizations that provide free civil legal services to low-income individuals.

National Legal Aid & Defender Association, https://www.nlada.org/job-board This is the best
site for post-graduate jobs in civil legal services organizations and defender organizations. Other
public interest organizations are also listed. Searchable by state.

Idealist (Action Without Borders), www.idealist.org

Comprehensive listing of public service positions, both legal and non-legal, in over 140 countries. This
is an especially good site for post-graduate job listings. Searchable by subject matter, country, type of
position, and other categories.

Foundation Center, www.foundationcenter.org

Provides information about every foundation in the country. Much of this information is free, but some
of it is for paying subscribers only. Job corner contains a database of job openings in foundations,
corporate grant makers, and other nonprofit organizations. Searchable by type of employer and region.

GOVERNMENT

Government Honors & Internship Handbook, https://arizonahandbooks.com/u/northwesternlaw/
Password: GoW#8Cats!. Contains information on federal, state, and local government post-graduate
honors programs and summer internship and semester externship programs. Note: start here for all
non-DOJ government internships, externships, and honors programs.

U.S. Department of Justice, https://www.justice.gov/legal-careers

The DOJ has several hiring programs: the Volunteer Legal Intern Program (for 1L summer, 2L summer,
and semester externships), which is unpaid; the Summer Law Intern Program (for 2L summer or the
summer between graduation and the start of a clerkship), which is paid; and the Attorney General’s
Honors Program (entry-level hiring for 3Ls or those with clerkship or fellowship experience).

USA Jobs, https://www.usajobs.gov/

This is the federal government’s official one-stop source for federal jobs (permanent and internships)
and employment information. Searchable by position, salary, and geographic location. Updated every
business day. Can create an “agent” to email particular kinds of opportunities as soon as they are
posted. Note: when searching for federal jobs, you should also check the agency site, as not
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every job makes it into USA Jobs.

National Association of Attorneys General (NAAG), www.naag.org

The most comprehensive online site for the latest developments in the offices of the state Attorneys
General throughout the country, including ground-breaking litigation, new appointments, and job
opportunities.

Roll Call Jobs, www.rcjobs.com
Features jobs in government affairs, lobbying and other positions with organizations that do lobbying
and other work with the federal government.

STATE-SPECIFIC JOB WEBSITES

State of California, Department of Justice, https://oag.ca.gov/ Features entry-level positions,
including the Attorney General’s Honors Program.

Office of the Illinois Attorney General, https://www.illinoisattorneygeneral.gov/Careers/ Features
open attorney positions, the law clerk program and internships.

Office of the New York State Attorney General, https://www.illinoisattorneygeneral.gov/Careers/
Includes attorney positions, opportunities for law students, and post-graduate fellowship placements.

To find the attorney general in other states, visit https://www.usa.gov/state-attorney-general.

CITY-SPECIFIC JOB WEBSITES

City of Chicago Law Department, https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/dol.html Includes
information on internships, volunteer programs and attorney positions.

Los Angeles City Attorney, https://cityattorney.lacity.gov/careers Includes law clerk and volunteer
opportunities as well as deputy law attorney positions.

New York City Law Department, https://www.nyc.gov/site/law/careers/lawyers-law-students.page
Includes information for current law students, recent law graduates and admitted attorneys.

INTERNATIONAL JOB WEBSITES

Included below are bulletin boards or compilations of listings related to international public interest. We
have also listed some specific organizations or entities, although this is only a sample of the major
organizations — there are many more out there that you should search on your own.

Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID)
Weekly listing of gender-related vacancies; often includes human rights jobs. http://www.awid.org/jobs/

DevNet Jobs
Job listings in the development field, including many related to human rights and humanitarian work.
Membership is required to view some listings. Free newsletter. www.DevNetJobs.org
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Foreign Policy Association
Website and also weekly jobs newsletter. https://www.fpa.org/

Human Rights Tools
This website has a variety of tools for human rights professionals. Job listings can be found at
http://jobs.humanrightstools.org/.

Idealist.org

Job listings in public service, including human rights positions throughout the world. If you enter
your profile, Idealist will send you relevant listings. To sign up, fill out a profile at:
https://www.idealist.org/en
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