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Philadelphia’s diverse array of law schools represents virtually 
every segment of legal education: private, public, full time, part 
time, large, small, secular and faith affiliated. As career planning 
professionals, we counsel students and study market trends to plan 
strategically for the future. I accepted the charge to prepare this 
piece and convened a roundtable with local colleagues (identified 
above) to tackle several themes. Elizabeth Dunn, Esq., director of 
Public Service Careers & Pro Bono Programs, Villanova Univer-
sity School of Law, served as our moderator.

We work with virtually all sectors of the legal economy. 
Many of us were in law during the early 1990s. How do 
these two recessions compare with each other? 

AM:  A big difference is the city and state budget crunch. We’re 
seeing true hiring freezes. I don’t recall seeing agencies like the 
Philadelphia DA’s Office rescinding offers.  That’s a big challenge 
because city and state government jobs are great entry-level posi-
tions.

T he Philadelphia Bar Association sought insights from law 
school career planning professionals about the “Great Reces-

sion” and the perspective of law schools. In fact, fewer law firms 
are recruiting on campuses and fewer summer associates are get-
ting job offers. Some firms are even cancelling summer associate    
programs for next year.
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ML:  Partners at large law firms, including those who were in their 
firms in the early 1990s, are telling me that they’ve never seen anything 
like this. They say this doesn’t remotely compare; this is way worse. 
They don’t know when it’s going to improve.

RV:  I think large law firms have something different going on, hav-
ing to do with their business model. Even once the general economy 
rebounds, it might take some time for them to catch up because of what 
they’re going through. Many smaller firms are doing well.

EP:  The pendulum has swung so far this time toward making law into 
a “business,” particularly in large firms. Traditional values of a life in 
law – collegiality, civility, loyalty, mentoring – really changed signifi-
cantly by 2007-08.    

LR:  In other recessions, economic sectors were hurting, but other sec-
tors were still thriving. Now we’re seeing many industries struggling 
and in every size, from big corporate to mom-and-pop shops. Also, the 
instant information students can access is really changing how they 
search for jobs. Students think they can get the real story from the In-
ternet. And it goes to how law is a business – the perception is that the 
business is failing.    

Some have questioned the value of entry-level lawyers, e.g., 
new law graduates. Will there be a place for entry-level law-
yers in the legal profession of the future?

LR:  It’s preposterous to say that new graduates are not relevant. The 
fact is, none of us are going to make it out of here alive. We have to 
invest in new lawyers. That some have taken such a hands off approach 
to entry-level lawyers really is a shame. We each have a role to play, 
and we all need to own up to that. But if we cut them out of the picture, 
we make a hole the size of the Grand Canyon in our pipeline. 

EP:  Law schools have made tremendous gains in experiential learning 
and hands-on opportunities to train students in the classroom, in clinic, 
pro bono, simulated exercises, skills courses, you name it. So it’s just 
not true that new lawyers are less skilled than they were 20 years ago. 
But there’s no substitute for on the job training. None of those who 
have said new lawyers are the problem magically graduated ready to 
practice law at a high level. They were apprenticed and mentored in 
those early years.

ML:  This isn’t a pull-up-the-ladder-behind-you profession, it never has 
been. I hope it doesn’t end up in that way. You can’t completely wash your 
hands of your responsibilities for the people coming up behind you.

RV:  It’s not just the law schools’ role; it’s the responsibility of the 
entire legal community because new lawyers are the future of our pro-
fession. 

HF:  Absolutely. New lawyers are the future of the profession. The 
current legal economy will require these new lawyers to become more 
resourceful and to develop valuable professional skills that will serve 
them throughout their careers. For example, young lawyers will de-
velop new ways to integrate technology into the practice of law, will 
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become experts on the new economy and financial regulations, and will 
create innovative ways to use the law to support the development of 
renewable energy sources.

Many have identified systemic changes that should occur 
because of this recession. What “macro” issues should be 
added to the list?

AM: In a perfect world, we return to an apprenticeship model. Flat-
ten salaries a bit to reduce huge disparities between sectors and relieve 
pressure for new lawyers to operate like experienced ones. Like how 
doctors become doctors, focusing on post-graduate experience, with 
less emphasis on starting salaries.  

EP:  Reform the system for financing legal education. The reality is, 
you can’t get something for nothing. It costs money to provide small, 
intensive classes, excellent faculty, smart professionals, modern tech-
nology and other resources. Most schools are lean operations. But the 
financing structure needs an overhaul for all students, to acknowledge 
labor market realities.  

LR:   We must think about the core mission of our profession. We need 
to plan strategically and ask, “What do we want to throw out, what do 
we need to keep? What values and practices, if we threw them away, 
would make us no longer be who we say we are?” There are things in 
our core mission that if we get rid of them now, we will cease to be who 
we say we are. Those with the power to make changes need to keep that 
in the forefront.

HF:  I think law schools and legal employers can and should work 
together to develop professional development models that will support 
the transition from law student to new lawyer. We should be think-
ing about aligning our professional development programming so law 
school graduates are aware of the practical skills that they developed 
during law school and are prepared to engage in ongoing professional 
development as a practicing lawyer.

Other “macro” issues to add to the agenda for change?

ML:  Make it easier for new graduates to move across state lines. This 
generation believes they can do anything, anywhere, at any time. Also, 
we need to get legal talent wherever needs and opportunities exist.  

EP:  Keep diversity on the list. We have finally started to see progress 
on diversity.  Those gains are still so fragile.

What would law students and new graduates want to say to 
the practicing bar if they could speak frankly?

RV:  They see job postings for one to three years experience, and al-
ways have the same frustration: “How am I supposed to get that year of 
experience if no one gives me my first job?” It’s a double bind.  

ML:  Give entry-level lawyers a chance, hire them on an hourly basis, 
and try to pay them at least a living wage for their skills.  
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LR:  Not unlike the medical profession, a sort of healing needs to hap-
pen in the legal profession. Let’s get back to the core mission. I’m be-
ing very idealistic and simplistic here, but I think in all honesty that if 
students could talk to the practicing bar, they would probably say don’t 
give up on that vision of law as a noble profession. Because that vision, 
in large part, is what got many of us in the door.  

How do you think the current recession might shape our cur-
rent law students and newest graduates?

RV:  I immediately think of the students who started “Building a Bet-
ter Legal Profession.”  They say, “We’re not interested in doing things 
your way, we want change.” I think this recession adds fuel to their 
argument because they can now say, “Your model didn’t work.” 

EP:  I think this cohort will be entrepreneurial, resilient, and proactive 
in ways their predecessors never had to be. 

ML: I hope today’s students and new grads never get too comfort-
able. Once they get that job, they value it and never take anything for 
granted. There’s freedom at times when your back is against the wall 
because you learn to always think, “How can I keep improving, keep 
challenging myself, keep growing as a lawyer?”  

AM:  Students will take a wider approach to careers, including “alterna-
tive” careers.   They will be a lot more open to different ways of being 
a lawyer.  

LR:  They’ll be somewhat less trusting of promises the legal profession 
puts forth. That anxiety and stress will remain for a good bit. It will be 
up to everyone to help them see life in law as an attractive proposition 
that few get. We all need to help them see that, although the future 
may not be as clear right now, law allows us to impact lives and make 
a stable living. Getting to that goal is going to take extra commitment 
and work, but it’s worth it.

HF:  Current students and recent law school graduates will be thought-
ful, strategic, driven and ready to hit the ground running from the very 
beginning of their careers.

Elaine Petrossian, Esq., (Petrossian@law.villanova.edu)is Assistant Dean 
for Career Strategy & Advancement at Villanova University School of Law.






