
RICHARD G. FREEMAN: In what respect, if any, has your 
career as a lawyer prepared you for the job of law 
school dean?

DEAN RUGER: In many respects, I had the opportunity early 
in my career to work in a number of different legal settings. 
I worked in a law firm in Boston, Ropes & Gray LLP, doing 

health law and other related topics. 
Then I did two very different, 
but equally great clerkships for 
Judge Michael Boudin, First 
Circuit Court of Appeals, and 
then for Justice Stephen Breyer, 
United States Supreme Court, 
and then practiced for a few years 
at Williams & Connolly LLP in 
Washington, D.C., doing a range 
of litigation and healthcare work.

What struck me both working 
as a clerk and a lawyer, the same 
thing I appreciate about the law 
as a dean, is the tremendous 
breadth and generality of topics. 
Certainly, clerking at the U.S. 
Supreme Court, for instance, I 
had to think about criminal law 
one day, bankruptcy law the 
next, tax law the next day, and 
constitutional law the fourth day. 
The thing that captures what 

I love about a great modern law school, like University of 
Pennsylvania Law School, is there is so much intellectual 
ferment about so many different legal topics and it captures 
the way that the law touches people, every aspect of people’s 
lives. It is that breadth of the law and its impact on our lives 
that really attracts me to the field generally and makes the job 
exciting every day.
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INTERVIEW BY RICHARD G. FREEMAN

A session with University of Pennsylvania Law School Dean 
Theodore Ruger reminds you that experience defies expectations.  
The mind trained on presuppositions would presuppose that a 
product of Williams College, Harvard Law School and a United 

States Supreme Court clerkship might come across as socially remote.  Not 
so. The dean, one year out, grabs any subject with interest and deliberation. 
Ruger grew up in Saint Louis, a city he equates with Philadelphia in its 
neighborhood-based character. He, his wife and their three children live in 
the Chestnut Hill section of Philadelphia.

Before being named dean, Ruger taught in the law school for 12 years.  
He brought to legal education his Supreme Court experience along with his 
experience in private practice in Washington, D.C., and Boston. His practice 
and his interest in policy has thrown him into the healthcare debate. See “The 
Elusive Right to Health Care Under U.S. Law,” a seminal article published in 
the June 25, 2015 issue of the New England Journal of Medicine, co-authored 
by Ruger; his wife, Jennifer Prah Ruger, also a Penn professor; and George 
Annas, a healthcare scholar at Boston University.
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 What do graduates of the University of Pennsylvania 
Law School derive from their legal education here 
that may distinguish them from graduates of other 
law schools?   
We firmly believe here that the law 
is connected to other disciplines, and 
we are the most cross-disciplinary 
law school in the country. Seventy 
percent of our graduates come out 
of Penn Law not just with a J.D., but 
also with a degree or a certificate from 
some other part of the University of 
Pennsylvania. We think their legal 
education needs to be connected to 
other fields and our students really 
take up that invitation.  

Do you have a master plan for 
the law school? Do you see 
legal education at Penn Law 
changing? 
Our plan is to continue to retain and 
build on our traditional strengths, but 
reform legal education to respond 
to the shifting legal world we see. 
We will continue to build on core strengths, like our first 
year curriculum and our cross-disciplinary expertise, but 
continually reshape and expand student opportunities in the 
second and third year to take smaller classes, to get out there in 
the community in clinics and externships, work with clients in 
the latter years of their education, to write publishable papers 

and to work both in Philadelphia and Washington, D.C., and 
around the world in their third year in externship settings. 
 
Should law schools graduate their students in less 

than three years? If so, why? If 
not, why not?
We think the three-year model is 
important for making sure that our 
graduates have the full range of 
complex skills that they are going to 
need to be successful lawyers. What 
we are increasingly doing through the 
second and third year is making sure 
they have a range of experiences in 
drafting classes, in clinics and in legal 
externships, to first of all inculcate 
them with the skills they need as a 
lawyer, but just as importantly to help 
them figure out, through their three-
year program, what kind of lawyer 
they want to be.

What qualities do you look for 
in hiring a person to teach in 
the law school?

We have a tremendously productive and impactful faculty, and 
I plan to continue to hire the best and the brightest. We look 
for people who fit with this philosophy that I have expressed, 
who are top-flight, rigorous legal scholars, but who also 
connect with other spheres of work in the academy and with 
the highest levels of policy impact and real-world connection 

We think the 
three-year model 
is important for 

making sure that our 
graduates have the 

full range of complex 
skills that they are 

going to need to be 
successful lawyers.
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with the law.
About two-thirds of our faculty 

have, in addition to a J.D., an advanced 
degree in a subject related to law like 
economics, history or psychology. Both 
in their teaching and scholarship, they 
push the boundaries of legal thinking 
and illuminate new lessons that we 
might not learn if they just applied the 
traditional legal analysis.

As a lawyer who has practiced 
in the area of healthcare, what is 
your view of the Affordable Care 
Act? Does it need to be fixed and 
do you favor single payer?    
I support the Affordable Care Act and 
its major goals of providing universal 
healthcare access. When I think 
about legal and policy topics, I have 
a keen sense of our history and our 
political situation in the U.S. Given the 
long pathway our healthcare system 
took, how it has developed and its 
unique public and private partnership 
in the U.S., I do not think a true 
single-payer system, of the sort that 

Canada has for instance, is a viable 
option. That is why, I think, through 
all of its complexity and, arguably, 
inconsistency, the Affordable Care Act 
is the best we can do right now. It has 
already produced tremendous gains 
in the number of insured Americans. 
I think we need to recognize that it 
is here to stay and we should work 
together across the aisle to fix the 
problems and move it forward to better 
serve the American public.

What is the biggest complaint 
of the Penn Law student, if there 
are any? 
That may be the hardest question you 
will ask me today. I am very grateful 
to be coming into this role at a law 
school that has tremendously engaged 
and largely content students. The 
student experience here is very positive 
and collegial and, perhaps most 
importantly, our students are getting 
jobs in overwhelming numbers. We are 
a highly ranked job-placement school 
in the U.S., and we are very proud of 

that. It represents the quality of our 
students, the tremendous work of our 
career services team, and a culture 
and standard that I am committed to 
continuing as dean.

What I see when I talk to individual 
students, and where we have the 
advantage of being a medium-sized 
law school about half the size of 
my alma mater or some of our New 
York competitors, is that we can take 
individual student complaints and treat 
them individualistically and really try 
to get at the core of the student concern.

There will be a small number of 
students who are still struggling to find 
jobs, and we work with them to give 
them individualized attention. There 
will be a small number of students 
who have questions or issues about 
a particular class they took, and we 
really focus on that and try to treat 
that individualistically. A real priority 
of ours, being keenly aware that this 
is a major expenditure by students, is 
doing everything we can to increase 
scholarship aid and make sure that this 
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becomes a proposition where students feel they are getting 
good value for their money.

Should Pennsylvania switch to merit selection of 
state court, trial and appellate judges?
As an observer of what is going on in Pennsylvania I do think 
there is a need for reform. I think the legal community, the law 
schools and some of my colleagues on the Penn Law faculty 
who are engaged with and aware of the issues happening with 
our Pennsylvania courts ought to seriously consider whether 
a merit selection process would produce a better system than 
the one we currently have.

On which of today’s dominating issues, for example, 
income inequality or climate change, do you believe 
today’s law school graduate could, if he or she 
chose, bring his or her skills and training to bear and 
use them to make a difference?
One of the things we try to bring into the law school 
curriculum is a discussion of the most sensitive, even the most 
divisive, issues in our society. We have had wide-ranging 
and productive discussions of race and policing, we have had 
discussions of income inequality, we have had discussions of 
climate change, and we have had discussions of gender equity 
or inequity, both here in the U.S. and around the world, just 

in the last few months. We think it is really important that 
our graduates are aware of those issues in the way their legal 
education connects with them, as well as hearing all sides 
of the issue. We do not want our graduates coming out only 
hearing a certain prepackaged view because that is not what 
exists in the world they are going to find themselves in.

Now I think it fits with our philosophy of law connecting 
with every aspect of human experience that we think that our 
law graduates can engage in every important issue and that 
also, something I have written about in my scholarship, is that 
the law is not just that which is embodied in case law or even 
in formal documents, like the Constitution. Very much of what 
is important for lawyers and law graduates to work on is the 
way the law is translated through policy propositions, through 
administrative agencies, through executive officials and the 
way they enforce the law, so we take a multifaceted view.

We have continuing issues with race in society and the way 
government and law enforcement apply the laws unequally, 
and our graduates are engaged and need to be engaged in that. 
We have tremendous and increasing income inequality and 
we have continuing dialogue on that as well. For instance, 
we recently hosted a group talking about campaign finance 
reform and money in politics. This is the kind of discourse that 
goes on weekly or daily at the law school.

Increasingly, we are tackling the world’s biggest problems. 
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We have just entered into partnerships with U.N. agencies to 
place Penn Law students in their third year to work on issues 
of gender equity and human rights around the world as fellows 
working with the U.N. lawyers on some of those pressing 
problems. We want them engaged with those problems and we 
are actually hoping that they start working on those problems 
while they are here in law school and do not wait until after 
graduation.

We also are one the first law schools to require pro bono 
service as part of the J.D. Every second and third-year law 
student here at Penn Law must do 35 hours a year of pro bono 
service in the Philadelphia community; 70 hours total, in order 
to graduate. Most of our students exceed it, some by two or 
three times. Every year, Penn Law students are completing 
about 30,000 hours of pro bono service for real clients in the 
Philadelphia area. It is our way of showing our students that 
they are entering a profession where they have an obligation to 
seek legal reform and it is a core part of their legal education. 

We expect that it is going to be a core part of their role as 
lawyers.

What do you like to do in your spare time, if any?
I enjoy spending time with my family. My wife, Jennifer, is also 
a University of Pennsylvania professor. She is a health policy 
expert who teaches in both the social policy school and the 
medical school. We have three active children who are tennis 
players, as well as engaged in a number of other activities. 
I follow them around the city or the state, or sometimes the 
country, at USTA tennis tournaments along with my wife, who 
is a great player herself.

I generally love sports and I root for the Philadelphia teams 
at every point, except when they are playing my St. Louis 
Cardinals.

Richard G. Freeman (rgfrim@aol.com), a sole practitioner, is a 
member of the Editorial Board of The Philadelphia Lawyer.

We have continuing issues with race in society and the way 
government and law enforcement apply the laws unequally, and 

our graduates are engaged and need to be engaged in that.
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