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LAW SCHOOLS AND FAMILY COURT REFORM 
Andrew Schepard 

Family courts are underfunded and overwhelmed, and the quality of representation provided by counsel in family 
court cases is problematic. This article discusses what role law schools can play in promoting family court reform. It 
argues that law school involvement in family court is consistent with the law school’s core missions of education, 
research, and public service. The article illustrates how law schools can he involved in family court reform by dis- 
cussing interdisciplinary projects of the Center for Children, Families and the Law of Hofstra University and North 
Shore-Long Island Jewish Health Systems. Finally, the article identifies some lessons to be learned if law schools 
want to he involved in family court reform. 

I. THE TROUBLED STATE OF FAMILY COURTS AND FAMILY LAWYERS 

Family-related disputes are the fastest growing category of all disputes brought to courts 
and constitute about 25% of all state court dockets.’ As a chart of court filings from the state 
of Florida between 1986 and 1998 graphically illustrates (see Figure 1), family court filings 
have increased in recent years while the civil and criminal docket seems to be stable or actu- 
ally has decreased. 

For the sake of children and families, one hopes that the future growth of the Dow Jones 
Industrial Average will be as great as the recent increase in family disputes and that the 
growth of family disputes will, in turn, slip into recession. This is, however, a very unlikely 
future. There are no signs that the increase in family court filings will decrease. 

Our family courts are not fully prepared to meet the challenges of an ever-expanding case- 
load created by more and more family disputes involving troubled parents and children. They 
are disorganized, overcrowded, underfunded, and overwhelmed. The average caseload of a 
New York Family Court judge is 2,500.2 In Brooklyn, New York, in 1997, family court cases 
“received slightly over four minutes before a judge on the first appearance and a little more 
than eleven minutes on subsequent appearances.”’ Instead of being the highest priority of the 
judicial system, family courts seem to be their lowest rung, where judges are paid less, sup- 
port facilities are nonexistent, and new judges are sent for a kind of mandatory service obli- 
gation before finding their way into presiding over more prestigious contract disputes or auto 
accident cases. 

The problem is that our priorities really should be the opposite. The best judges and facili- 
ties should be available in the family court. Family court litigants have complex and interre- 
lated legal, emotional, and social service problems that must be addressed in a coordinated 
manner to meet the needs of children and parents. They need highly skilled judges, lawyers, 
and mental health professionals to help devise and implement case management plans. Fur- 
thermore, the litigants are not happy with the family court. Parents in custody disputes aris- 
ing from divorce and separation, for example, are very disaffected with the courts and the 
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Figure 1.  
SOURCE: Summary Reporting System, Office of the State Courts Administrator, October 8, 1999. 

Circuit courtfilings by division (statewide, 1986-1998). 

lawyers who serve them. A national commission recently has reported survey results in 
which 50% to 70% of parents characterized the legal system to be “impersonal, intimidating 
and intru~ive.”~ The Oregon Task Force on Family Law, a legislatively authorized interdisci- 
plinary reform group, has summed up public dissatisfaction after extensive public hearings 
on that state’s divorce system: “The public is disgusted with the adversarial model of manag- 
ing di~orce.”~ 

Nor are litigants terribly happy with the quality of their lawyers’ work. The United States 
experienced significant growth in the number of lawyers in the last half of the 20th century. 
“Sometime during the year 2000 the United States likely [has] met the magic benchmark of 
having one million lawyers. . . . The nation [has] shifted from one lawyer for every 627 peo- 
ple in 1960 to one lawyer for every 260 as of the year 2000.”6 Yet, the supply of lawyers for 
poor people in family courts seems to be dwindling. The New York Times recently reported, 
for example, that the New York City Family Court caseload has grown by one third in the past 
decade, but the number of private counsel available to represent the poor has shrunk by 15%, 
creating a crisis in the processing of child protection casesa7 

The growth in the number of pro se litigants in family court has been nothing short of phe- 
nomenal, as illustrated by the chart prepared by the Family Division of the Circuit Court for 
Baltimore City, Maryland (Figure 2). 

Most family court litigants cannot pay for counsel and are forced to represent themselves 
if they are not assigned counsel through constitutional or statutory mandates. A small but 
increasing segment of the middle and upper classes that can afford lawyers, however, do not 
want them because of distrust of the profession.* As the Oregon Task Force on Family Law 
also has told its governor and legislature, 
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The increasing trend of pro se filings is accelerating. . . . Many pro se litigants can afford lawyers. 
They do not seek the legal representation they need because they fear that to consult a lawyer 
would be to “shake hands with the tar baby.”They fear getting sucked into a vortex of conflict.‘ 

In part, litigant distrust of counsel is magnified by the cynical message some divorce law- 
yers seem to convey to clients. Some research indicates that many divorce lawyers tell their 
clients that the court system does not reach rational results, that their clients are its victims, 
and that their only hope is that the lawyer can manipulate the system on the client’s behalf 
through insider knowledge.’” This advice is a kind of family law version of the dark vision of 
the legal process in the Paul Newman movie, The Verdict, and certainly cannot be a confi- 
dence booster in the quality of the family court system for clients or the public. 

A recent empirical study reported “an overall consensus that the attorney’s roles and 
responsibilities in the divorce process are not translating into actual practice. The parents and 
children did not feel they had adequate representation through guidance, information, atten- 
tion or quality of service.”“ Parents in the survey felt that the process was too long and never 
finalized, too costly, too inefficient, and was taking control of their lives. “Many of the par- 
ents did recognize that they were already feeling angry and hostile, but 7 1 percent of them 
maintained the legal process pushed those feelings to a further extrerne.”l2 

Malpractice claims against divorce lawyers seem to be higher than those against any other 
branch of the profe~sion,’~ in part because many clients are angry when they start and deeply 
emotionally disappointed by what transpires in adversarial process. Lawyers who take a 
highly adversarial approach to family court disputes often do their clients a disservice. Their 
clients generally benefit from participating in an alternative dispute resolution processes. 
Continuing bonds between family members after they leave the courtroom often make 
adversary procedure counterproductive and collaborative problem solving through ADR 
particularly appropriate. 

In custody disputes, for example, children are put at risk from continuous parental con- 
flict and generally need a civilized relationship with both parents after divorce. Researchers 
have found that 
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as the parental alliance weakens, the behavior standards for the children decline. If parents quar- 
rel openly in front of the children, and show contempt for each other, the atmosphere of mutual 
respect that underlies their joint authority and effective co-parenting is seriously weakened.14 

Mediation and parent education offer parents the opportunity to devise their own parenting 
plans rather than have a court impose one on them. Parents are much more satisfied with the 
results when compared to litigated cases, and the settlements are generally of better quality.” 

The same need for collaboration and planning for the child’s future welfare also applies in 
child protection matters. Research on mediation programs in California and Florida child 
dependency cases report high settlement rates (75% in California and 86% in Florida). The 
research suggests that as compared to nonmediated cases, agreements in dependency 
mediations tend to be more detailed, are more likely to include provisions for services to chil- 
dren and family members, and are more likely to make use of relative foster care. Further- 
more, the study has found that both parents and the professional participants (after initial sus- 
picions were overcome) prefer mediation to court hearings, feeling that mediation gives 
them more opportunity to voice their points of view and personal respect. Parental compli- 
ance also seems better for mediated agreements, at least in the short run.’6 

11. THE ROLE OF THE LAW SCHOOL 
IN FAMILY COURT REFORM 

The family court and the lawyers who represent clients in it thus face enormous chal- 
lenges to help children and parents resolve disputes. My topic is, however, different than that 
of the other contributors to this special issue. It is not the state of the family court and what 
can be done to reform it, but whether law schools should play arole in that process. Based on 
some experience, my answer is a qualified “yes.” As I discuss, I believe that law schools can 
make a valuable contribution to family court reform through education, research, and public 
service. 

The qualification of my “yes” answer is that the law school’s involvement in family court 
must be consistent with academic values. It also must be based on realistic expectations 
about how long and how hard it is to change the family court, and the reform effort must be 
allocated necessary resources and prestige. Under these conditions, law school involvement 
in family court reform also has great benefits for faculty, students, and the institution. 

Law schools and professors can, of course, simply ignore the troubled state of family 
courts and family lawyers in planning their family law curricula and scholarship. Instead, we 
can concentrate on legal doctrine and the social policies that underlie them. Some law school 
faculty already think of family law as being of lower status than other fields of scholarship 
and teaching in part because of the low esteem in which family courts and lawyers are held. 
This perception in academia mirrors the perception of hopelessness for improvement of fam- 
ily courts in some segments of the courts and the bar. Certainly, the current status of overbur- 
dened family courts and underprepared, overadversarial, and unappreciated lawyers gives 
little ground for optimism that change will come rapidly or that law schools can (or should) 
do anything to initiate it. 

It is, however, possible to imagine an alternate vision of the law school’s role in family 
court reform-as a positive agent for change over the long term. Law schools can create a 
platform for family court reform in their communities by 
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creating an awareness of the problems of the family court and an interest in its reform among all 
students; 
educating those law students who want specialized training to represent clients in family court effec- 
tively, by emphasizing interdisciplinary understanding, client representation skills, problem- 
solving values, and alternatives to litigation; 
developing research agendas and model programs that address the problems of the family court; 
and 

0 serving as honest brokers to bring family court stakeholders together to talk about their hopes 
and problems and to find common ground for positive change. 

I hope to illustrate how law schools can productively participate in family court reform by 
describing the education, research, and public service projects that developed at Hofstra Law 
School and to highlight what law students do in each. After I describe Hofstra’s family court 
reform-related activities, I offer some reflections on the benefits and problems of law school 
involvement in family court reform that are the product of my experience in helping to create 
and shape it.’7 

The unifying theme of Hofstra Law School’s projects is that they are interdisciplinary and 
result from a formal alliance between the law school and a major provider of mental health 
services for families and children in our area. The projects include simulation-based interdis- 
ciplinary courses, a child advocacy clinic, a law-review-type journal, a court-affiliated edu- 
cation program for divorcing and separating parents and children, and other court improve- 
ment projects. 

111. THE CENTER FOR CHILDREN, FAMILIES AND THE LAW 
OF HOFSTRA UNIVERSITY AND LONG ISLAND 

JEWISH HEALTH SYSTEM 

The Center for Children, Families and the Law of Hofstra University and the North 
Shore-Long Island Jewish (LIJ) Health System is a joint venture with North Shore-Long 
Island Jewish Health Systems, a major health care provider in the New York City area. Its aim 
is to organize interdisciplinary education, research, and public service programs for the ben- 
efit of children and families in court. Hofstra Law School is the organizing force of the center 
on the Hofstra campus, and the Department of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry of North 
Shore-LIJ, a research and training center for child psychiatry fellows and child psychology 
trainees, is the main participant in the Center’s activities at North Shore-LIJ. 

A. EDUCATION 

The fundamental educational effort of the Center is to educate a small number of future 
lawyers and mental health professionals to become familiar with each other’s professions, 
language, and values and to make a career commitment to work in the family court. To 
accomplish that goal, we use traditional classroom instruction, simulations and a live client 
clinic. and a research seminar. 

1. Simulation-Based Interdisciplinary Courses 

The center offers two courses in which law students are educated jointly with North 
Shore-LIJ’s child psychiatry fellows and child psychology trainees. The first course focuses 
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on negotiation and mediation, while the other focuses on the role of lawyers and mental 
health experts in child custody disputes. Each class meeting combines education in law, child 
and family development, and professional skills, such as interviewing, counseling, negotia- 
tion, or preparation for the direct and cross examination of a mental health expert. The focus 
is on how lawyers and mental health professionals can work together and problem solve for 
families and children. The law and mental health students, for example, read the same books 
on problem-solving behavior and discuss how the concepts can be implemented in particular 
cases.I8 The courses end in simulated mediation sessions conducted by mediators or in child 
custody trials presided over by judges based on complex simulated case files created by law 
and mental health faculty. Law and mental health students work together under faculty 
supervision as teams to prepare for these events. 

2. The Child Advocacy Clinic 

The core for interdisciplinary education of future child advocates is the Center’s Child 
Advocacy Clinic. Law faculty and students work with North Shore-LIJ faculty and mental 
health trainees to assist some of the most troubled children in American society by serving as 
law guardians in child protection cases. Faculty and students participate in a joint weekly 
seminar and weekly case review conferences. Mental health trainees serve as consultants to 
the law students in developing techniques for client interviews, reading case files and child 
and family case histories, preparing children to testify, developing service plans, and so 
forth. Senior staff members from both institutions carefully supervise all work by law stu- 
dents and mental health trainees on these cases. 

3. The Family Court Review (FCR) 

On the student research and writing front, FCR is published by Hofstra law students with 
consulting help from North Shore-LIJ mental health students and staff, much in the manner 
of a traditional law review. FCR is an interdisciplinary quarterly research journal sponsored 
by the Association of Family and Conciliation Courts (AFCC). The main difference between 
FCR and the traditional law review is that FCR is interdisciplinary, publishing articles from 
lawyers, judges, mental health professionals, court administrators, mediators, scholars, 
researchers, and practitioners alike. An interdisciplinary editorial board that reviews submis- 
sions also heavily influences FCR’s article selection process. 

The law student staff members are chosen through a competitive application process and 
receive academic credit for their work. They both write a research paper that can result in a 
publishable note and perform editorial functions. Through work on FCR, law students make 
a long-term contribution to improving family court, as well as to refining their research and 
writing skills. FCR, for example, recently published a special issue on pro se litigants in fam- 
ily court and unbundled legal services.” That issue includes a student survey of the strengths 
and weaknesses of every Web site operated by court systems to help pro se divorce litigants 
and recommendations for reform based on best practices.20 

4. The Child and Family Advocacy Fellowship Program 

Family law practice in a child advocacy center, a legal aid society, or a child protection 
bureau is not as lucrative as commercial practice, and few students enter it. They are espe- 
cially discouraged from pursuing such careers by a daunting debt burden created by legal 
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education. Hofstra has created a competitive fellowship program to encourage law students 
who are interested in a child and family advocacy career. After graduation, fellows are 
expected to use their specialized training to represent the legal interests of children and fami- 
lies. We define the acceptable jobs broadly to include representation of clients, legislative 
and administrative advocacy, work at a foundation helping children, or almost any job that is 
an attempt to improve the lives of children and families. If a graduate is unwilling or unable to 
meet this expectation, he or she has an obligation to reimburse the law school for fellowship 
support so that these monies can be reinvested in future fellows. 

B. RESEARCH AND PUBLIC SERVICE 

The Center also is engaged in a number of family court reform-related activities that 
require outside funding and involve students and faculty with family court stakeholders. 

1. P.E.A.C.E. (Parent Education and Custody Effectiveness) 

The center’s family court reform efforts began with the development of P.E.A.C.E., a 
court-affiliated, interdisciplinary education program for divorcing and separating parents 
and children designed to promote their responsible management of family conflict. We 
received a grant from the State Justice Institute to develop a model curriculum and to create 
and evaluate pilot programs. The result was a video and curriculum manual, several pilot pro- 
grams in New York State courts, positive evaluations, several conferences, and law review 
articles.” 

I believe that P.E.A.C.E. made a contribution to the widespread implementation of court- 
affiliated parent education programs around the United States and abroad to the point where 
they are an integral part of the divorce and separation process in many states.” We are cur- 
rently working on developing educational programs for repetitive litigants and for children 
of divorce and separation. 

Law students, working with mental health graduate students, made enormous contribu- 
tions to P.E.A.C.E., which became the equivalent of a clinical program’s law reform effort. 
Students researched the legal authorization for parent education programs and drafted model 
statutes and regulations. They helped write and document the curriculum manual, hand- 
books for parents and children, and research protocols to test how the programs were being 
received. They provided research help on grant requests. Students made presentations about 
P.E.A.C.E. to bar groups and other interested constituencies. They organized training pro- 
grams for presenters, registered program participants, and ensured that programs went 
smoothly. In short, whatever success P.E.A.C.E. had is largely attributable to the efforts of 
the students who helped develop it. 

2. Model Standards of Practice for Family 
and Divorce Mediation 

Center faculty and students also worked with family law and family mediation groups and 
with family violence experts in a multiyear project to develop Standards of Practicefor Fum- 
ily and Divorce Mediation. The motivation for the project was, in effect, to create a consen- 
sus description for the role of the family mediator so that lawyers, judges, mental health pro- 
fessionals, and the public would know what to expect from the profession. Students 
performed various research tasks relating to the standards, including a national survey of 
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family and divorce mediation statutes published by FCR.2’ The result was standards that 
received the support of the American Bar Association’s Coalition on Domestic Violence 
were approved by the American Bar Association’s House of Delegates and a number of fam- 
ily mediation groups, and were the subject matter of a law review article.24 

3. Model Family Court Projects 

The Center also works with court systems in several states to develop programs to 
improve the quality of the experience for children and parents in court. We are currently 
working on a plan to develop a screening protocol for high-conflict custody litigants so that 
these families are identified early on in the life of their potentially endless litigation and 
appropriate mental health and dispute resolution services are provided. Students are heavily 
involved in the planning and research effort, which is still in relatively rudimentary stages. 

IV. BENEFITS AND BURDENS OF LAW SCHOOL 
INVOLVEMENT IN FAMILY COURT REFORM 

The Center for Children, Families and the Law did not begin with a conscious develop- 
mental plan. To paraphrase another New Yorker (and well-known child custody litigant), 
Woody Allen, “eighty percent of the Center’s success is showing up.”2s The Center’s courses 
and projects began with a desire to change the emotional climate for children caught in the 
middle of their parents’ divorce and separation conflict. The P.E.A.C.E. Program was born. 
We looked around for support for this fledgling idea from any place we could find it. From 
that beginning, the Center grew with some luck, persistence, increased faculty interest, 
administrative support, and available funding, all of which took time, persuasion, and suc- 
cessful experience to build. 

We have learned something about the burdens and benefits of intensive law school 
involvement in family court reform from the center’s development. I offer these reflections in 
the hope that those of you who are interested in promoting family court reform will avoid, in 
the words of yet another New Yorker, Yogi Berra, “dkja vu all over again.”26 

1. Involvement in Family Court Reform Fits the Law School’s Mission 

The most important lesson is a positive one-the law school benefits from involvement in  
family court reform because that involvement well serves the law school’s mission of teach- 
ing, scholarship, and public service. Faculty and students involved in reform efforts are moti- 
vated to study and probe because they feel they can make a difference. They are exposed to 
different disciplines, different value systems that challenge their reliance on adversary pro- 
cedure, and individual rights. A wonderful example is the fascinating class we have in  our 
interdisciplinary simulation courses in which the law students try to explain to the mental 
health students why mental health professionals are mandated child abuse reporters but law- 
yers are not (at least in New York).*’Mental health professionals tend to be shocked by this. 
The law students are forced to explain and defend the values of the adversary system and cli- 
ent confidentiality to others who value patient confidentiality but start from different pre- 
mises about their obligations to children. Class discussions and research and writing tend to 
be more interesting and dynamic when they involve people with very different perspectives 
than one’s own. 
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Law students also learn critical practice skills and values when exposed to family court 
cases either in simulation or live client clinic. They learn the importance of interviewing, 
counseling, and negotiation. They learn the delicacy of involving themselves in trying to 
resolve ongoing family problems and the difference between problem solving and 
adversarial behavior. 

Law students involved in family court work also learn that they need to collaborate with 
and learn from others. Lawyers who represent parents and children in family court need men- 
tal health expertise that is simply not available in traditional legal education. Law students do 
not have to become psychologists or social workers to represent family court clients effec- 
tively. They do, however, have to be able to converse intelligently with those professionals 
and know where to get help from mental health experts when they need it. 

The lawyer for a child, for example, must understand what his or her client can compre- 
hend about the legal process to determine what role the child can play in directing the law- 
yer’s representation. The lawyer, thus, must understand mental health principles of child 
development. Two of our students recently published a case study in which they analyzed 
these problems in the context of an actual clinic case. They applied the varying standards of 
practice for lawyers who represent children to it:’ a learning experience that integrates 
actual practice with reflective research and writing. The trial of a case where a child testifies 
requires the lawyers for parents and children to have special training in mental health about 
the reliability of children’s testimony, how to shield children from emotional damage that 
may result from courtroom confrontations, and how to conduct direct and cross examination 
of mental health experts. Mediation of family disputes requires lawyers for parents and chil- 
dren to help shape a parenting plan that is consistent with a child’s development stage and 
that protects the child from harm caused by abusive or neglectful parents. It is difficult for a 
lawyer for a child to determine what kind of foster care or juvenile placement is suitable for a 
child without understanding something of social work principles concerning family reunifi- 
cation. This is all information one cannot learn from a family law casebook in a conventional 
basic family law course. 

A final benefit of the law school’s involvement in family court reform is its contribution to 
the community and the concrete benefits to the law school that result. The family court needs 
help. In addition, reform efforts directed at important social problems give deans, conference 
organizers, and fund-raisers evidence of the law school’s good citizenship to discuss with 
potential donors and state legislators. Grants can be written, money can be raised, and posi- 
tive press clippings can be generated. Administrators like that. 

2. Law School Involvement in Family Court Reform 
Must be Consistent With Academic Values 

The major concern I have about law school involvement in family court reform is that it 
must be consistent with the role and values of an academic institution. Fairness to opposing 
views and skepticism about proposed change are key components of academic dialogue. 
FacuIty who play the role of reformer must develop a vision for change with which others 
may not agree. For example, mediation of many types of family disputes, a key component of 
some proposals for reform in family court procedures (including my own), remains contro- 
versial, despite generally positive public reaction and research findings.29 A law school that 
develops a reform orientation has an obligation to expose its students and faculty not only to 
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those who favor change but also to those who question it. Even in promoting change, we must 
remain academics as well as advocates. 

Law school projects also must have academic content and must link to our core mission of 
education, research, and public service. Law schools cannot provide long-term funding for 
resource-starved family court support services or serve as legal aid societies for pro se liti- 
gants. Satisfying unmet service needs with student labor should not be a goal of our involve- 
ment in family court reform-their education is our highest priority. Funding for courts, 
court services, and lawyers for the poor is ultimately the responsibility of the state legislative 
process. We can try to influence the legislative process, but we do not have the responsibility 
to replace it. Grants and donations, however, are available for model service projects with a 
law school base. Such funding tends to disappear over time, and the services supported by it 
must be absorbed in permanent funding elsewhere. Law professors who engage in family 
court reform projects need to think about how they will continue the effort when the grant 
funds run out. 

3. Creating a Climate for Reform in the Family Court Bureaucracy 
Requires Persistence and Political Skills 

Law professors who undertake family court reform also must have realistic expectations 
about the pace of change and must prepare for frustration and disappointment. They must ask 
themselves how they can influence the bureaucracy and culture of family court. Change in 
family court is incremental. Family court stakeholders (judges, lawyers, court personnel, 
social service agencies) are often quite comfortable with current practices and resist change 
promoted by reformers whom they see as theoretical idealists or uninformed critics. Opposi- 
tion to change can come from unexpected quarters, as I learned when some judges opposed 
implementation of P.E.A.C.E. as an interference with their relationship with the litigants. 

Those of us who work on family court reform must constantly keep in mind Chief Justice 
Arthur Vanderbilt’s admonition, “Judicial reform is no sport for the short-winded or for law- 
yers who are afraid of temporary defeat.”30 Or, as Yogi more colloquially said, “It ain’t over 
‘ti1 it’s over.’’3’ Law professors who want to bring about change in the family court must find 
allies within the bureaucracy (strong judicial leadership is essential), establish that their pro- 
posals are feasible in the real world, and try to anticipate how dissenters in the system who 
can sabotage reform efforts can be influenced. There are allies out there for the reform effort. 
We need to find and nurture them. 

4. Time, Money, and Rewards are Essential if the Law School 
Is to Effectively Promote Family Court Reform 

Law school involvement in family court reform is not without costs or risks. Writing grant 
proposals, working with experts from other disciplines, organizing conferences of stake- 
holders, creating innovative educational offerings, and serving on law reform commissions 
take time and effort, often without a direct link to footnotes, tenure, and academic prestige. If 
we are serious about law schools participating in the family court reform effort, we need to 
find rewards for the activities that promote it. Good community and law school citizenship 
developing by promoting family court awareness and reform should be an important value in 
hiring and promoting law faculty. 



470 FAMILY COURT REVIEW 

V. THE FUTURE CHALLENGE OF REACHING THE 
GREAT MAJORITY OF LAW STUDENTS 

Most of the efforts of the center have been devoted to educating a small number of law stu- 
dents in an interdisciplinary environment. We hope these students will make family law prac- 
tice a career commitment. We certainly need to devote effort to at least making the rest of the 
student body aware of the problems of the family court. They, their family members, col- 
leagues, and friends are directly affected by the current system as consumers of that system. 
As citizens and professionals, law students are future bar association leaders, judges, state 
legislators, and community leaders with power to promote change. 

The best place to educate most law students about the problems of the family court and its 
potential for reform is in the basic family law course. Most (not all) law students seem to take 
it. An informal e-mail survey of AALS Family Law Section members did not reveal any 
school where family law is a required course. Most (not all) survey respondents, however, 
indicated that most of their students take the course because it is on the bar examination. 
Enrollments in the basic family law course seem to be substantial where it is required on the 
bar, and they decline when it is not. 

Whether family law should be a required course in law school is a subject for another day 
and another panel. It is, however, hard to understand why law students graduate without 
exposure to how the fundamental social institution of the family is treated by the legal sys- 
tem. My current focus is more modest-if we are serious about law schools promoting fam- 
ily court reform, we should include a unit describing the workings, problems, and proposals 
for reform of the court in the basic course. Because of the dramatic changes in family struc- 
ture and family law doctrine in recent years, there are enormous pressures on the scope of the 
basic course. Our books and content have expanded enormously. Yet, including a unit within 
the basic course on the organization and structure of the family court and the challenges it 
faces is the only way that most law students can become familiar with that court's unique sta- 
tus and nature. We need to develop effective teaching materials to reach the great majority of 
students in a large-class format to achieve this goal. 

VI. CONCLUSION 

Law school involvement in family court reform is not a magic bullet to improve the 
chronic problems of that troubled but essential institution. I am optimistic enough to believe 
that over time, law schools can make a positive difference in the treatment that children and 
families receive from the legal system through education, research, and public service. I also 
believe that it is in the law school's best interests to do so. We can do good and do well at the 
same time. 
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